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In this dissertation, my main contribution to the field of public relations 
in Singapore is to move away from the current preoccupation with its remit as a 
management function and take on a critical culture approach to the practice and 
research as a deconstructive and co-constructive translator and enabler of 
meaning-making in the broader context of nation building. Public relations 
conceived as a social practice enables exchanges of meanings and discursive 
empowerment within the dialectical dynamics of nation building as surviving 
and negotiating in everyday life. 
The dissertation comes on the cusp of Singapore’s 50th year of 
independence. As Singaporeans prepare to enter into a year-long celebration of 
the nation’s golden jubilee, they are also cognizant that they live in times of 
considerable wealth disparity in the city-state, palpable dissatisfaction with the 
state of affairs in society, and the attribution of the discontent to the decisions 
and policies of an authoritarian government run by the ruling political party, 
the People’s Action Party (Koh, 2014; Siew, 2014; Wong, 2014). As a research 
project, the dissertation is my endeavour to elucidate the Singapore 
government’s nation building messaging for its youth citizenry. I hope that by 
doing so, I would add to the extant understanding of the values informing the 
decisions and actions of an organisation so critical to the lives of the country’s 
youth, often bandied to be the leaders of tomorrow. I have also chosen to 
explore how the dominant values resonate with a marginalised segment of 
these future leaders and electorate. I have done so because a focus on the at-
risk individuals of the younger generation should form a part of our collective 
diagnosis and prognosis of our nation’s progress on this eve of our nation’s 
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50th anniversary. And, because problematizing the relations between the 
government and some of its younger citizens on the margins, provides rich 
opportunities for public relations to have a significant contribution in nation 
building.  
For public relations to have an integral part in fostering belongingness 
to the nation, I suggest that we suspend the dominant perspective in the field in 
Singapore, namely, the Excellence model of public relations, to adopt a critical 
culture perspective that calls for a conceptualisation of public relations as a 
transformative agent in the meaning-making processes of a social context. The 
orientation in critical culture PR then, is towards marginalised publics, their 
interactions with structures and their agentic capacity to affect parts of those 
structures.  
With a critical culture public relations as my theoretical approach, I 
used Critical Metaphor Analysis to examine the implicit values inherent in 
government speeches about national education. The speeches revolved around 
different aspects and takeaways of the Singapore Story, the state metanarrative 
on the development of Singapore as an independent nation from 1965 to the 
present. The umbrella conceptual metaphor teased out from 58 speeches on 
nation building and national education was that NATION BUILDING IS 
SURVIVING. I found that this way of framing nation building helped 
legitimise the People’s Action Party and its rule, and that the conceptual 
metaphors immanent in the speeches of government leaders helped produce 
and reify the government’s ideology and policies. The challenge is to show up 
the delimiting potential of some of the conceptual metaphors. Public relations 
practitioners as discourse technologists (Leitch & Motion, 1996) can take up 
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the challenge as part of their goal to engender social change.  
 To analyse the meanings produced by the public being studied in this 
thesis, I used the constructivist interpretation of grounded theory. The method 
allowed for a co-constructed and situated take on life in Singapore with the 25 
at-risk youth I encountered in this project, and provided a deeply analytical 
grasp of their experiences and points of view. The core theoretical construct 
that emerged from the method’s abductive process of comparing data across 
the corpus and memos was negotiating. This construct points to the youth’s 
capacity for navigating through their circumstances and seeking the discursive 
and material resources needed to build a purposeful life. The study highlights 
the need to consider the structural issues such as socio-economic and 
educational constraints.  
The tension between the macro concern of nation building as surviving 
and the micro-logical processes of negotiating in the day-to-day interactions of 
the youth residing in welfare homes provides a compelling opportunity for 
public relations to contribute as translator and facilitator of meaning 
exchanges, as well as enabler of discursive empowerment. In short, public 
relations has an important part to play in helping a marginalised group 
participate more fully in developing the nation and themselves. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
This dissertation is an attempt to understand the interplay between the 
Singapore government’s discourse about the nation and the discourse of some 
at-risk youth about their life in this city-state.  
The germ of an idea for the dissertation lay in a sentiment that young 
people in Singapore are apathetic and sceptical of the political leadership of the 
country (Shanmugam, 2009) in general and citizenship education in specific 
(Guanyinmiao, 2010). I had grown up in a generation where Singaporeans 
were both grateful for and cynical of the achievements of our country and the 
government that runs it. Even when we dared to criticise government policies, 
our comments would be circumspect, always qualified by due 
acknowledgement of the government’s role and capabilities in turning out yet 
another success for Singapore. The current sentiment among some youth 
surprised me. I thought they were audacious with their seemingly one-sided 
disavowal of the government’s role in bringing the nation this far. I wanted to 
learn more about the scepticism and the communicative relationship of the 
government with its people. Over the gestation of this dissertation, I found that 
the expressions of scepticism and criticism got increasingly strident. I begin the 
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dissertation with a context drawn from some recent comments interrogating the 
government and its role in the making of the nation.  
In this first chapter, I establish the need for this study by introducing its 
socio-political backdrop. The study is an attempt to heed the call of local socio-
political critics and observers to examine firstly, the assumptions of the 
structures and policies that have underpinned the way Singaporeans have been 
governed in the past 50 years and secondly, to open up the space for other 
perspectives (Low & Vadaketh, 2014). I have chosen to open the discursive 
space with the perspectives of a small group of at-risk youth about their life in 
Singapore. The call also led me to a search for a theory and methodology that 
would support my inquiry. At this point, I turned to the social sciences, to 
public relations in particular. The search for a suitable theory led me to define 
my research aims and questions within the critical framework. 
At the heart of my inquiry are critique of the dominant discourse, the 
co-creation of alternative discourse about life in Singapore and the articulation 
of the two discourses. These three discursive aspects of my inquiry are carried 
out through two streams of investigation: (i) Examining the conceptual 
metaphors embedded in government discourse about nation building in the 
context of national education and (ii) Exploring the views of a group of at-risk 
youth on what living in Singapore is like for them, including their challenges 
and aspirations. For the first stream of investigation, I employed Critical 
Metaphor Analysis on 58 official speeches (spanning 1997 to 2011) on national 
education to uncover the values and priorities in the government’s nation 
building agenda.  In undertaking the second stream of investigation, I met 25 
at-risk youth from two welfare homes, interviewed them about their lifeworld, 
 3 
transcribed the interviews and analysed the responses with grounded theory. 
The third and final stage of the investigation involves an articulation of the 
discourses gathered and developed from the first and second streams of inquiry 
through dialectical logic.  
SOCIO-POLITICAL BACKDROP OF STUDY 
In the past 15 years, Singapore’s socio-political and economic 
developments, brought about by a convergence of globalisation, neoliberal 
marketisation and proliferation of Internet and mobile technologies and social 
media have altered state-society relations (Low & Vadaketh, 2014). Indeed, the 
forces have generated what may arguably be the most boisterous public debates 
and calls for change since Independence. The discontent has manifested in the 
most recent general elections in May 2011 where the ruling political party 
suffered its sharpest fall in votes (a drop from 75.3 per cent of the vote in 2001 
to 60.1 per cent), as well as lost the by-elections of May 2012 and January 
2013.  
Amongst the post-election discourses were questions of confidence 
about how the youth in the population perceive Singapore and their present and 
future in the nation (Singh, 2014; Toh, 2011). Vastly different from their 
parents and grandparents a little more than a generation ago, Singapore youth 
born in the nineties have always known Singapore to be a developed country 
and a global city (Chong, 2010a) and as the ruling political party, the People’s 
Action Party (PAP) observed are, less willing to make sacrifices for others in 
society. The younger generation of Singaporeans are more educated, more 
travelled, more cosmopolitan, demand more participation in political and civil 
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decision-making, fand call for greater pluralism, openness and political 
liberalization (Au, 2010; Chin, 2010; Chong, 2010a; Low & Vadaketh, 2014). 
As sociologist Terence Chong noted, unlike a generation ago, blind faith and a 
stellar track record alone will not win over the younger citizenry (2010a). In 
PAP parlance, the youth of Singapore today have gone from subscribing to 
communitarianism to upholding individualism (Chin, 2010).  
More attention can be paid to the youth in the citizenry of any 
democratic society because, as the truism goes, they are its future electorate, 
“its leaders of tomorrow”. In this project, I have responded to the concern of a 
possible disenfranchised slice of the citizenry by finding out the perspectives, 
aspirations and challenges of 25 at-risk youth residing in two welfare homes.  
Now even as the government is inclined to frame the discontent as 
weaknesses in communicating otherwise sound policies (Lee, H.L. 2011; Low 
& Vadaketh, 2014; Shanmugam, 2009), political observers have come to 
question the very premises of those policies and structures (Low & Vadaketh, 
2014). For instance, Donald Low and Sudhir Vadaketh (2014), the economist 
and journalist co-editors of an anthology of essays calling for radical rethinking 
of policies, structures and practices, argue that the policies, structures and 
ideology are no longer sound. They observe that the policies and structures 
such as meritocracy and the rule by elite governance, that have worked for the 
past 50 years are now “increasingly out of sync with current and future realities 
and with the aspirations of Singaporeans” (p. 12). The critics argue that success 
for Singapore in the next 50 years “has to be grounded in the distributed 
intelligence of Singaporeans” (Low & Vadaketh, 2014, p. xii).  
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According to these critics, there is a need to examine the assumptions 
and ideologies underpinning the structures as well as to open up the space for 
deliberation and contestation of ideas. The response to interrogate the very 
fundamentals in the way the lives of Singaporeans have been governed and to 
open up spaces for other perspectives cannot be timelier as Singapore enters its 
50th year of Independence in 2015. The anniversary calls for celebration, 
reflection and re-imagining. I hope that this dissertation is seen as a 
contribution to the latter two endeavours.  
One way to gather other points of view and move away from 
privileging the ideas from the elite of society and towards a more “inclusive 
democratic polity” (Low, 2014; p.185), I suggest, is to forge a discursive space 
for views from seldom-heard voices from the margins. It is not that such voices 
have been consistently silenced but that those that are accessible are highly 
selective. The voices of hitherto “marginalised” citizens are mostly presented 
in the mainstream media after the individuals amongst them have succeeded – 
as a testament to the efficacy of the system. These poster boys and girls can no 
longer be regarded as marginalised though. In fact, they serve only to reinforce 
the elite governance and structures of the status quo.  
I decided to work with a small group of at-risk youth among the various 
marginalised segments in our society because I reckon if Singapore does not 
know or if it does not pay enough attention to the difficulties and non-
successes that some at-risk youth face today, it may end up with a disengaged 
electorate tomorrow. For a country with a relatively small citizen population 
(3.34 million out of 5.47 million (National Population and Talent Division, 
2014)), a disaffected citizenry of any size is detrimental to its existence. 
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Moreover, the perspectives and challenges that non-achieving youth face could 
indicate that some aspects of our society need systemic rethinking and 
retooling. Indeed, listening to a group of younger citizens on the margins may 
be the first step to ameliorating potential divisiveness caused by other identity 
affiliations such as gender, religion and race (Gilbert, 1996) and engender a 
more cohesive nation. Significantly too, how youth at the margins cope with 
their difficulties could provide insights to educators, caregivers and governors 
alike into where and how to nurture and work with this group of citizens.  
This research project is an effort to heed the call to pay attention to 
alternative voices. To respond to the call adequately required that I am 
equipped with a theory and corresponding method that would be germane to 
the intentions of the inquiry. That is, firstly, the theorisation has to be 
coterminous with the social practices (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999) being 
investigated. And secondly, the theorisation entails a dialectical logic which 
articulates (in the sense of linking) the gap between structure (“permanences”) 
and events (practical activities of people in everyday life) (Chouliaraki & 
Fairclough, 1999). I found that theory in Critical theory. The literature search 
led me to a gamut of concepts and tools within the critical tradition. Critical 
theory helped me describe and explain the objects of my research – 
government and youth discourses about the nation. Most importantly, Critical 
theory helped me reconcile apparent cleavages. The conceptualisation of social 
phenomena and interactions as flows which interact with one another in 
moments (Harvey, 1996), internalising and shaping one another offered 
intuitive validity about the ontology and ways of knowing social life.  
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I am also encouraged by critical scholars Kincheloe and McLaren 
(2000), who advise that we should interpret critical theory broadly. A social 
theory, they said, should be understood as a “map or a guide to the social 
sphere” (p. 281). I suggest, that this conceptual pragmatism (Mouzelis, 1995) 
however, does not imply facile borrowings for opportunistic ends. Whatever 
concepts a critical researcher uses, she has to be ever mindful of the 
problematic to be investigated, that this problematic is socially constructed, 
and that some where in the dialectical interaction between structures and 
agency, there is a  “discourse of possibility” and potential for a “more 
egalitarian and democratic social order” (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2000, p.280). 
In other words, critical pragmatism has a clarifying intent as opposed to the 
legitimising impetus inhering in political pragmatism.  
Accordingly, Kincheloe and Mclaren state that there is no single critical 
theory as such. Kincheloe and McLaren (2000) remind us that the Frankfurt 
School thinkers themselves never claimed to have developed a unified theory 
and that there are many criticalist schools of thought. For Kincheloe and 
McLaren (1994, pp.139-140), what unite criticalists are the following 
assumptions: 
• All thought is fundamentally mediated by power relations that are socially 
and historically constituted:  PAP’s hegemonic hold on the State can be 
traced back to 1965, the year Singapore separated from Malaysia and 
became an independent nation. 
• Facts can never be isolated from the domain of values or removed from 
some form of ideological inscription: Chapter 4 reveals that the Singapore 
Story as the official ‘objective’ history of Singapore is an ideological text. 
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• Language is central to the formation of subjectivity: This thesis is an 
exploration of discursive formation of the nation and national identity. 
• Certain groups in society are privileged over others: For example, children 
in elite education tracks are given opportunities to conceptualise citizenship 
and democracy differently from children from educationally slower tracks 
(Ho, Alviar-Martin, Sim & Yap, 2011). 
• Oppression has many faces and that focussing on one at the expense of 
others often elides the interconnections among them: The issue of access 
resulting in the marginalisation of a group of people has several interrelated 
aspects, including socio-economical and communicative. This is 
exemplified in the digital divide noted in infocommunication technologies 
research.  
• Mainstream research practices are generally implicated in the reproduction 
of systems of class, race, and gender oppression: Critical Metaphor 
Analysis on the other hand is a critical inquiry, while grounded theory 
allows for multiple perspectives (Strauss & Corbin, 1994) and density in 
conceptualizing. 
These commonalities transcend the differences amongst the variants 
and help define the paradigm (Kincheloe & McLaren, 1994, 2000).  
Thus, I would refer to Foucault because his ideas on power/knowledge 
and how they are discursive, circulatory and micrological resonate with 
criticalist ethos and mode of inquiry. I also appeal to Gramsci because his idea 
of hegemony theorises power in other aspects besides the physical.  The 
cultural and moral leadership of the People’s Action Party explains how power 
is played out in a one-party dominant state like Singapore (K.P. Tan, 2012). In 
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addition, Gramscian hegemony shed additional light on the limitations of the 
Excellence theory and other functional perspectives. It aligns with the 
dialectical optic I suggest we use when we attempt to understand Singapore, 
and is compatible with the nature of this critical inquiry. In Critical Discourse 
Analysis, scholars (eg. Fairclough, Chouliaraki, and Wodak) reveal several 
critical influences too. The Culture-Centered Approach (Dutta, 2011) as an 
established theoretical framework and the principal framework of this thesis 
also draws from variants of critical theory, namely, postcolonial theory, 
subaltern theory, Marxist theory and strands of Foucauldian thought. These 
various concepts help to bring out complexities of Singapore in its post-
colonial condition. 
In short, public relations in the critical tradition enhanced my 
theorisation and investigation. In enabling a probe into the meanings transacted 
in a flow of interactions occurring in a community, I posit that, apart from the 
functionalist take on public relations as communication management or even 
the rhetorical view of public relations as facilitator of open discourse, critical 
culture public relations serves as a tenable alternative to fostering nation 
building.  
This thesis is an enactment of what a critical culture public relations 
researcher might do. There are two parts to a critical culture researcher’s remit. 
The first is emancipatory work. To do that, the practitioner must identify the 
problematic and analyse the nature of her concern. The rough equivalent in 
functionalist PR is issues tracking. The critical researcher observes the social 
and historical context of the object of her study, problematises a phenomenon 
and analyses it. In this thesis, I propose CMA as a tool for this critique.  
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Grounded theory method was used to carry out the second and transformational 
part of a remit. One way to bring about change is to work with the 
disadvantaged public to create a discourse of possibility. That is, for critical 
culture public relations, the strategy for transformation is to co-create with the 
disadvantaged public, alternative ways of seeing and talking.  
With this remit in mind, I delineate my research aims on the back of a 
critical theoretical rationale and explanatory framework. For this research 
project, I aim to 
1. Examine the government’s values and ideology about the nation 
2. Find out more about the views, challenges and aspirations of some  
3. Singaporean at-risk youth 
4. Propose a role for public relations in co-constructing the nation 
These aims led to the following research questions: 
1. How is the nation being constructed in the national education speeches 
given by government leaders?  What do these meanings tell us about the 
producers of the discourse? 
2. What is the discourse about life in Singapore among some troubled youth? 
What are their challenges and their aspirations? 
3. How do their perceptions and practices interact with the dominant 
meanings? 
4. What do the discourses and their interactions with one another mean for 
public relations in nation building? 
The research questions led to another search – for a methodology that 
could help me gather and analyse my data. I found that in the Culture-Centered 
Approach. The critical inquiry comprises three stages: deconstruction of 
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dominant discourse, co-construction with the voices of the marginalised as the 
pivot of the inquiry, and reconstruction. The third stage involves presenting the 
producer of the dominant discouses, the researcher’s co-constructed discourses 
with the marginalised public. The first two stages of the inquiry are 
respectively operationalised in this thesis by Critical Metaphor Analysis and 
grounded theory. With my first research method picked out from the Critical 
Discourse Analysis tradition, I teased out the conceptual metaphors inherent in 
my first dataset, the 58 government speeches delivered at national education 
events and forums. The overarching conceptual metaphor, NATION 
BUILDING IS SURVIVING articulates all of the eight conceptual themes that 
arose out of this dataset. This dataset serves as a background to my main and 
primary dataset. For my primary dataset, I used grounded theory in the 
constructivist tradition (Charmaz, 2006) to code and categorise my semi-
structured interviews with 25 at-risk youth residing in two welfare homes. The 
core category of negotiating accounted for 14 categories identified. Finally, I 
posit that an epistemology of dialectics based on David Harvey’s (1996) 
moments of social life, helps to draw out the tension among the categories of 
codes as well as between the overarching themes in the two streams of 
investigation.  
I shall problematise the shifts and issues in contemporary Singapore 
society as both social and public relations concerns, and suggest that 
scholarship from both domains offers explanation and intervention. 
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PUBLIC RELATIONS FOR NATION BUILDING 
Much of public relations research and practice has been instrumentally 
motivated, with a tremendous amount of it about helping private, government 
and even non-governmental and non-profit organizations achieve their goals. 
The Excellence theory of public relations posits that communication between 
an organization and its public should be symmetrical and two-way in order to 
be ethical (Grunig, 2001). The theory recognizes that organizations and publics 
have conflicting interests and positions and recommends that all parties should 
use communication to adjust their ideas and behavior to one another in a 
mutually beneficial way in order to achieve symmetry. A key concept in 
Excellence theory is the boundary-spanning role of public relations. This 
concept is drawn from systems theory and its focus on the organization’s 
interactions with its internal and external environments. Public relations 
becomes the organization’s strategy to modulate the communication to reach a 
balance between collaboration and advocacy amongst the parties involved. As 
the culmination of a 15-year study of the practice in three Western countries 
(Grunig, Grunig, & Dozier, 2002), the Excellence theory is a formal theory in 
the field, providing a set of guidelines for how public relations should be 
conducted in programs, in public relations departments, for organizations and 
society at large. Proponents of Excellence theory have evidence to show that 
effective public relations helps the organization achieve its goals and 
objectives.  
The critical turn in public relations scholarship in the 1990s called for 
practitioners and researchers to be aware of the effects of such motivations. 
Public relations scholars such as Dozier and Lauzen (2000) and Karlberg 
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(1996), urged researchers to enlarge the discipline by firstly alerting 
practitioners to the effects of their practices, particularly on powerless publics 
and secondly, seeking ways to do public relations which go beyond the 
organization and which are empowering and ethical in those terms and 
domains. The call was urgent and the scholars thought that instrumental public 
relations might even be detrimental to the development of civic society since 
instrumental public relations was about managing publics, if citizen groups and 
activists were even recognized to be stakeholders and significant at all 
(Karlberg, 1996; Strauss, 2011) to an organization. Karlberg for one, thought 
that only critical theory could save disadvantaged publics from being further 
marginalized in their societies. Exhorting individuals or groups to band 
together to form a more formidable opposition, as functional public relations 
scholars like Grunig and White (1992) have suggested, does not always work. 
The disparity of access to resources may be too wide for even opposition by 
strength in numbers to work.  
Those first suggestions for a shift in research focus led to a significant 
amount of work alerting practitioners and researchers to the asymmetries in 
relationships and the limitation of functional views of the profession in 
addressing the inequities. The change in focus also resulted in the 
augmentation of the role and ambit of public relations. Recent work on the 
critical culture trajectory has been about conceptualizing public relations as a 
locus of transactions in a flux of meaning exchanges (Edwards & Hodges, 
2011). The public relations person is seen to be a communication intermediary 
(Hodges & McGrath, 2011), mediating between producers and receivers of 
meaning constructions. The dialectical optic is a dynamic take on a 
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communicative relationship, with the communication intermediary constantly 
navigating through the various socio-cultural contexts where these exchanges 
take place. Seen this way, the public relations practitioners and researchers 
would be more conscious of the contingent, dynamic and historically grounded 
nature of communication as well as the part public relations plays in producing, 
sustaining and regulating meaning transactions (Edwards & Hodges, 2011). 
What is foregrounded through this optic is public relations’ potential for 
making changes through shaping meaning constructions. Public relations is no 
longer an occupation per se and the functional view of public relations as a 
position in management appears relatively limited.  
Moving out of the corporate domain also expands the ambit of public 
relations. In this thesis, I venture into the cultural and political domain of 
citizenship education in Singapore to examine the role public relations can play 
in fostering a more active citizenship among a group of subordinate youth, and 
through them, a higher quality of democracy in a society accustomed to an 
authoritarian government. Citizenship education is an important domain for 
society because it is necessary for achieving a good society (Dewey, 1916) that 
is based on democratic citizenship, where people work with one another within 
and across communities (Ho, Sim & Alviar-Martin, 2011) and where social 
justice prevails. Public relations conceived as a locus of meaning-making acts 
can play a significant role in bringing about that ethical and just society.  
However, in Singapore, public relations research is mostly still 
confined to the professional domain, with the majority of research pertaining to 
the effectiveness of practitioners in carrying out their roles in organizations vis-
à-vis the guidelines and standards laid out in the Excellence theory. Much of 
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the time, scholars note how local practitioners fall short of the ideal of strategic 
public relations stipulated in Excellence theory. The more society-wide case 
studies (Leong & Sriramesh, 2006; Pang & Yeo, 2009) on the effectiveness of 
communication campaigns and efforts of government agencies have also been 
premised on the functionalist, managerial angle. Little has been written about 
the role of public relations in nation building from a critical stance.  
In the framework of public relations for nation building, it follows then 
that communicating with the citizens of a country, improving their lives and 
developing a national identity involve more than rolling out the right 
information campaigns or manipulating the appropriate communication 
channels or spacing out the dominant messaging. To engage with citizens, very 
importantly, entails looking into structures and culture – that is, looking into 
the ways and processes by which a society organises itself, how its citizens 
make and interpret meanings and construct their lives around those meanings.     
ASSUMPTIONS IN THE STUDY 
Views On Nation Building 
This current project draws on the following ideas and findings from 
political science, critical discourse analysis, history, Singapore education and 
citizenship education. These ideas are subsequently borne out in the two 
streams of data gathered for this research, as Chapters 4 and 5 will reveal:  
• Nation building and the cultivation of a national identity involve the State 
shaping images, memories, aspirations past, present and future to integrate 
and mobilise its citizens. They also serve to differentiate the citizens of a 
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country from other nationalities and polities (Smith, 1991; Wodak, de 
Cillia, Reisigl & Liebhart, 2009); 
• According to some nation building narratives, the difficulties that a nation 
faces at present and in the future can be overcome just as it managed to 
deal with the challenges in the past (National Education, Singapore; Smith, 
1991; Wodak, de Cillia, Reisigl & Liebhart, 2009; National Education, 
Singapore); 
• The selection, harnessing and evocation of certain symbols, metaphors and 
narratives in the State’s metanarrative for nation building necessarily 
downplay, hide or remove other meanings and narratives (Hong & Huang, 
2008; Loh & Liew, 2010) 
• National Education is a key structure the government uses to frame youth’s 
understanding of nation building and national identity and their destiny 
with Singapore (J. Tan, 2008; K.P. Tan, 2008b); 
• Nation building is not a monolithic notion or endeavour. Instead, it is a 
process, reified by a flux of meanings, imbricated with structures and 
power relations; 
• National identity is conceived as a complex of identities encompassing 
political and cultural aspects and is constructed through discourse with 
material effects on the lives of a nation’s citizens (Smith, 1991; Wodak et 
al., 2009).  
In concordance with the interest to bring forth the voices from the 
margins, this research focuses on the meaning-making aspects of nation 
building and how these aspects pertaining to mentalities, norms, behaviour and 
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local meanings (Wodak et al., 2009) are panned out in the everyday lives of a 
group of at-risk youth.  
The concept of identity then is context-bound and dynamic (Wodak et 
al., 2009). Different identities arise from one and the same individual, 
depending on the domain of life the individual is in at a point in time. In this 
study, the individual is located in the larger context of nation building and the 
data reflects the shifts in identity as the research participants shunt between 
their identities as citizen youth and as young persons dealing with structured 
guidance and rehabilitation. The micrological perspective assumed in this 
thesis places national identity as one facet of the multi-dimensional and 
dynamic identity of the individual. The context-bound and dynamic view of 
national identity also assumes that the discourses about the nation developed in 
this study are the co-constructed outcomes of a series of conversations.  
Benedict Anderson’s (1983) notion of the nation as an imagined 
community is relevant in this study. Singapore is an invented entity, the 
manifestation of the vision held by a group of the educated class. This 
imaginary nation was made real through the narratives of a group of founding 
leaders and the policies, structures and institutions they developed along with 
those narratives. It is in this way that Edward Said (1983) equates the imagined 
community with the interpretive community. The founding leaders of 
Singapore had imagined their fledging political territory to be a nation in a 
state of struggle (Chong, 2010a). This construct spawned a discourse of 
survival amidst “competition, power and national interests, intimately informed 
by rationalism and pessimism” (Chong, 2010a, p. 507) that continues to be 
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constructed in major speeches to the nation, including speeches on national 
education and the State metanarrative, the Singapore Story.  
This thesis assumes a “dialectical relationship between discursive acts 
and the situations, institutions and social structures in which they are 
embedded. The situational, institutional and social contexts shape and affect 
discourse and, in turn, discourses influence social and political reality” (Wodak 
et al., 2009, p. 7). Like Wodak et al. (2009), I see nation building to be 
constituted in discourse, while concurrently, discourse is constitutive of how a 
citizenry and its government come to know and talk about it. Like them, I see 
discursive constructions to be mutating with structures. Thus, different 
conceptualisations of nation building are constructed because of different 
access to a structural entity such as pedagogical experiences in the area of 
citizenship education. 
Location of Study 
The study is sited in the larger environment of a small but wealthy 
nation-state, a young nation endeavouring to establish a national identity 
among its youth citizens through its education system as a whole, and its 
national education programme in particular. The discussion below gives a 
background of how school-going youth in Singapore are immersed in an 
environment where economic imperatives are constantly communicated 
alongside those pertaining to national identity, until the nation building 
messaging becomes pedestrian and normalised.  
The little island that could – Singapore’s vital statistics and 
historical development. The Republic of Singapore is located 137 km north of 
the equator. The mainland (710.3 sq km) and 63 offshore islands occupy a total 
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land area of 682.7 sq km. Its immediate neighbors are Malaysia to the north 
and Indonesia and Brunei to the south. Its total population of five million 
consists of the three main ethnic groups, Chinese (74%), Malays (13%) and 
Indians (9.2%). Some 1.85 million people are foreigners or permanent 
residents. The four official languages are English (the language of 
administration), Malay, (the national language), Mandarin and Tamil. 
Mainstream religions include Buddhism, Taoism, Islam, Christianity and 
Hinduism. 
The PAP has been the ruling party in Singapore ever since self-
government in 1959. Today, out of 87 Members of Parliament (MPs), six are 
from opposition parties. The rest are PAP MPs. Under the PAP government, 
Singapore’s economy ranks among the most competitive in the world, in spite 
of not being endowed with natural resources. In 2014, the Singapore economy 
grew by 2.8% with a gross domestic product per capita of US$55, 183 (S$69, 
050) (Singapore Department of Statistics, 2014).  
The education system. Its economic prosperity, however, was hard 
earned, the cumulative result of astute government policies and initiatives and 
a productive workforce and populace pliant to the government’s hegemonic 
exhortation of political security and economic performativity (Chua, 1995). 
National identity is discoursed in economic terms (Chin, 2010) and this way of 
speaking permeates into the educational sphere where the twin agendas of 
cultivating a productive workforce and cohesive society meet. Through this 
thesis, I hope to enter into an aspect of the education system and examine the 
ways hegemonic discourse is reproduced and received. 
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The Singapore education system is modelled after the British one, with 
pupils spending six years of compulsory education at primary stage, four or 
five years in secondary school, and then two or three years in a junior college, 
polytechnic or post secondary education institution. The principle of 
meritocracy governs the system. Students take national examinations at the end 
of each stage to determine their entry into different schools and academic 
tracks. The best students go to the best (most-resource endowed) schools with 
the best teachers (J. Tan, 2008). The government’s  for the highly stratified 
education system rationale was that it was only right to nurture the more able 
students for the benefit of the whole country (J. Tan, 2010).  
The now entrenched principle of meritocracy in education to sort the 
children of better ability from the rest was seeded even at the start of 
Independence. In 1966, Lee Kuan Yew, the then prime minister had explained 
to school principals that the education system should produce a “pyramidal 
structure” consisting of three strata: “top leaders”, “good executives” and a 
“well-disciplined and highly civic-conscious broad mass”. The “top leaders” 
are the “elite” who are needed to “lead and give the people the inspiration and 
the drive to make [society] succeed”.  The “middle strata” of good executives 
are to help the elite carry out [their] ideas, thinking and planning,” while the 
“broad mass” are to be “imbued not only with self but also social discipline” so 
that they live respectfully of fellow citizens and not “spit all over the place” 
(Lee, 1966, pp.12-13). 
In 1982, the Ministry began efforts at decentralizing the management of 
schools to the schools, and with that, ushered in an era of intense competition. 
Independent and autonomous schools sprang from the movement as each 
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school sought to position itself as invested with a unique ethos, heritage and 
curricular offerings.  
However, while autonomous and independent schools are given more 
leeway with their curricular design and content and teacher recruitment, no 
Singapore school is allowed to divert from key national policy initiatives such 
as the Information Technology Master Plan and National Education (NE). The 
Ministry of Education develops and issues the curriculum and textbooks for 
NE to all schools. 
The highly stratified education system and the centralized control of 
citizenship curricular content serve to establish state beliefs and reproduce 
hegemonic ways of talking about nationhood. They constitute the vehicles 
wherein state values and the government ideology are disseminated to a young 
target audience. Public relations researchers and practitioners need be aware of 
the normalizing presence of government ideology such as meritocracy 
throughout the society under study. 
National Education in Singapore. Government efforts to foster social 
cohesion through a discourse of economic imperative and political 
vulnerability are most apparent and concentrated in citizenship education; the 
express aim of which is to transmit resilience and loyalty for the country. The 
country’s second prime minister, Goh Chok Tong articulates an indication of 
this purpose:   
Singapore children must be taught to live with a small land area, limited territorial sea 
and air space, the high cost of owning a car and dependence on imported water and 
oil. Otherwise, years of continuous growth may lull them into believing that the good 
life is their divine right …[students] must be taught survival skills and be imbued with 
the confidence that however formidable the challenges and competition, we have the 
will, skill and solutions to vanquish them. (Goh Chok Tong, 1995) 
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In Singapore, citizenship education, or national education, as it is 
known in the schools, comprises two academic components, Social Studies and 
national history, known popularly by its shorthand, the Singapore Story; and a 
personal development component on character building. All school-going 
youth take examinations on the academic components and have to pass the 
subjects to qualify for the next stage of the education ladder. 
However, students from the various educational tracks learn about the 
dominant messaging of social cohesion, economic imperative and political 
vulnerability from different angles. The differentiated NE messages for the 
different schooling paths reflect the stratified view of society espoused by Lee 
Kuan Yew more than 30 years earlier (Tan, 2010). Students in post secondary 
education institutes must feel valued and believe that they are helping 
themselves, their families and Singapore by working hard, continually 
upgrading themselves and helping to ensure a stable social order. Polytechnic 
students, who are higher up the social economic ladder, must be convinced that 
“the country’s continued survival and prosperity will depend on the quality of 
their efforts, and that there is opportunity for all based on ability and effort”. 
Junior college students, 80 percent of whom are bound for university, and 
slated to lead the country, must be taught that “they can shape their own 
future” and therefore must grasp early on, “the demands and complexities of 
leadership” (Ministry of Education, 1997, p. 3).  
Of course citizenship education is a contested space outside Singapore 
as well. It has been typically used to generate among citizens emotional 
attachment, loyalty and commitment to the State (Ho, 2008). The controversy 
in this sphere is over what makes it into the curriculum and what does not. 
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Where there are content differences in points of view and veracity of discourse, 
the issue would be who gets to define and speak of differences, whose voice is 
deemed legitimate and whose is not (Ho, 2008; Spivak, 1988) and which 
framework of definition is used. These debates over curricula content can be 
seen as power struggles to define the country’s past, present, vision and place 
in the world for the young and to the young (Sleeter & Grant, 1991). In 
Singapore, scholars have noted how the government and its opponents have 
sought to wield history in the context of national education for their political 
aims (Hong, 2011; Liao, 2011). The issue gets more complicated when the 
same government recognizes the need to develop thinking citizens which the 
Singapore government has made a major educational agenda since the alte 
1990s. If the latter pedagogical objective is to be fulfilled, it means that 
authorised accounts will be questioned and alternative views not necessarily 
supporting the government’s preferred discourse on national education, will 
flourish. 
Thus far, studies on youth perception of national education in 
Singapore have been projects in the field of pedagogy (Han, 1997; Ho, 2008; 
Sim & Adler, 2004). All of these studies have called for a move away from 
disseminating moralising content from a centralized source to encouraging 
critical thinking skills to flourish. The education scholars behind the studies 
thought that this was the direction to go if the government were to be serious 
about developing thinking citizens.  
The Singapore Story. The Singapore Story is the official postcolonial 
account of Singapore’s progress to independence. According to Hong and 
Huang (2008), the Story begins with the harsh years of the Japanese 
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Occupation when the people of Singapore realized that as long as they were 
ruled by foreigners, their interests would be secondary to those of their colonial 
masters. Notably, the British had surrendered rather than committed further 
resources to the defence of Singapore when the Japanese invasion proved 
overwhelming. The next frame in the state narrative features postwar 
Singapore electrified with nationalist activities, many of which were dominated 
by Chinese-medium educated leftists who had mass appeal, but who were 
under the sway of the Malayan Communist Party and committed ultimately to 
a violent overthrow of the government. They controlled the trade unions and 
student unions, and disrupted the colonial economy through strikes and riots 
(Hong & Huang, 2008). To combat the communists, the British ratified the 
detention of communist suspects without trial, through what is known today as 
the Internal Security Act. Overlaying the communist menace was the constant 
threat of ethnic tension and strife. In 1959, under the leadership of the People’s 
Action Party (PAP), Singapore obtained self-government. Through a series of 
political, economic and social management strategies, the PAP successfully 
kept a tight reign over communalism and communism.  
 Singapore sociologist Chua Beng Huat observes that the PAP 
government had envisaged a Singaporean polity that was a non-liberal 
collective, wisely governed by honourable leaders (Chua, 1995). In this vision, 
economic issues took precedence over other needs, including building political 
infrastructure and savvy, and material improvements became the most tangible 
index of a responsible and responsive government doing good for its electorate 
(Chua, 1995). The outcome, however, was a political and constitutional entity 
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reduced to an administrative state (Chan, 1975), run by an efficient if 
authoritarian government (Chua, 1995; K.P. Tan, 2008b).  
Over the years, the populace, weaned on narratives of vulnerability and 
exhortations to overcome those vulnerabilities for the sake of a collective 
destiny and Singapore’s progeny, have come away with a neutered political 
consciousness but a heightened drive for performance. This motif of 
vulnerability has prevailed till today, nearly fifty years after Independence, as 
evident in a recent speech by the current prime minister: 
Once you think you are in a cruise ship and you are on a holiday and everything must 
go swimmingly well and will be attended to for you, I think you are in trouble. We are 
small, we are not as poor as we used to be, we are not defenseless, we are able to fend 
for ourselves and to make a living for ourselves, and we are better off than before, and 
I think that we need to keep on working hard, to continue improving… I think we've 
upgraded our sampan. Sampan 2.0. (Lee, H.L. October 30, 2013) 
To continue to look upon the third wealthiest country in the world (Forbes, 
February 2012), as a skiff, underscores the persistence of the sense of never-
having-arrived.  
Nation building and remembering difficult pasts thus become a life-
and-death endeavour, synonymous with surviving (M. Lee, 2013). Thus, 
although arising from the dominant interpretation of the past, the Singapore 
Story is really a narrative of the present and the future. Scarred by challenges in 
the past, and forever driven by fear of similar woeful fates happening in future, 
the Singapore Story is a nation building narrative used by its producers to forge 
a national identity, unity, collective self-determination, racial harmony and 
communitarian values now and forever. In time, the Story grows into a 
metanarrative, subsuming all other stories from the people, including from 
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alternative voices belonging to those the political margins (Hong & Huang, 
2008; Loh & Liew, 2010) and serving to legitimise the ruling party’s 
ideologies of meritocracy and pragmatism (Chua, 1995; K.P. Tan, 2012). The 
metanarrative takes on mythic status, embodying the ruling political elite’s 
vision for the country, enduring through the years, prevailing over other 
narratives and generally believed by the populace (Flood, 2002). An analysis of 
the deep structures of this dominant narrative through Critical Metaphor 
Analysis (Charteris-Black, 2004) reveals the conceptual motifs that structure 
thought and discourse about what the nation ought to be and become.  
In this study, I find out how the Singapore Story and its producers’ 
intents for its role in nation building are being lived out among some young 
persons who come from a complex and disadvantaged home environement and 
who either have had brushes with the law or who have been abused or 
neglected by significant others. 
Researcher’s Worldview  
My own view of the world influences my choice of a theoretical 
approach and research methods. I take an interpretivist outlook to my research 
and see reality to be socially constructed. Constructing knowledge and 
producing meanings are symbolic aspects of culture which imply that these are 
discursive practices. I take a Foucauldian view of discourse in that I see 
discourse as productive – producing objects of knowledge and meanings. This 
does not mean all things are reducible to talk and that things have no real 
material existence in the world (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999; Hall, Evans 
& Nixon, 2013). Rather, Foucault explains that, “nothing has any meaning 
outside discourse” (Foucault, 1972, p.32). All social configurations are 
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meaningful (Laclau & Mouffe, 1990, p. 100). The point is not so much whether 
material objects, structures, processes and effects are real or not; or if only 
discourse exists. The interest is in “where meaning comes from” (Hall, Evans 
& Nixon, 2013, p. 30). 
I am a Singaporean born after 1965, the year Singapore attained her 
independence. I am a product of the policies, structures and ideology that have 
made Singapore an economic miracle. I live now in the thick of the socio-
political flux described at the start of this chapter. This research study is my 
personal effort to heed the call of critical culture scholars to examine truth 
regimes and suggest possibilities for change by opening the space to the ideas 
from other pockets of the citizenry besides those residing in the elite governing 
body. 
DEFINITIONS OF KEY CONCEPTS 
In this section, I delineate the key concepts used in the dissertation. The 
first four concepts point to the symbolic production and shaping of meanings. 
The constructing of knowledge in language belies the power relations 
motivating this discursive practice. In the critical culture of deconstruction 
through ideology critique, co-construction through co-creation of other 
meanings and re-construction of new meanings, I attempt to get a deeper 
understanding of some of the meaning-making processes in Singapore and 
enlarge the space for alternative meanings. 
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Culture 
Culture is a set of practices involving the production and exchange of 
meanings. These meanings are not only cognitive though. They are also about 
feelings and attachments (Hall, Evans & Nixon, 2013, p. xix). These cognitive 
and affective meanings become a set of rules and norms as they organise and 
regulate social practices, influence our conduct and consequently have real, 
practical effects. Within the CCA framework, culture is the site where 
meanings are created in the everyday lived experiences of cultural members 
(Dutta, 2008). Context therefore plays an important role in our understanding 
of the voices of the marginalised. 
One effect is the making of identity or the marking of differences. 
These meanings are produced in a circuit of culture which includes the mass 
media and personal and social interactions. In this dissertation, a principal site 
of culture is the lifeworld of 25 at-risk youth residing in two welfare homes. 
These varied expressions of meanings tell us that culture is a social practice 
that has symbolic aspects.  
Those who seek to shape or govern the ideas and behaviour of others, 
attempt to do so by establishing conventions, norms and rules in language and 
communication. In this dissertation, I adopt a questioning stance to these 
attempts by the dominant actor, which is the government in this present 
research. Thus, I shall be proposing that public relations scholars adopt a 
critical culture perspective, signifying the interrogative intent of this piece of 
research as I examine some of the dominant and marginalised meanings 
circulating in Singapore society. 
 29 
Dialectics 
I cast a dialectical gaze at how social phenomena relate to one another. 
The dialectical logic rules that social relations, practices, structures and 
discourse are mutually constitutive. They interact with one another (Harvey, 
1996) in a flow of moments. Applied to the discourses gathered in this 
research, the logic of dialectics articulates the structures and events constituted 
in and constituting the discourses. While grounded theory was the main data 
analytical tool to explicate the voices of my marginal respondents in Chapter 5, 
grounded theory encourages keeping an open mind and drawing in theory as 
the concepts emerge. Thus, in chapter 5, I also use Harvey’s dialectics as a 
heuristic to organise my data in a way which made more sense to the reader. 
Harvey is a critical scholar and his theory of dialectics explicates the mutually 
constitutive constituents of social life that critical theorists assume.  
Discourse 
I assume French post-structuralist Michel Foucault’s view of discourse 
as a set of statements bound by rules (Foucault, 1972). Discourse is a practice 
which constructs knowledge, creates and reproduces social reality and identity, 
and governs the way a topic can be meaningfully talked about and/or acted 
upon within a specific historical context (Hall, 1997). In this way, “all practices 
have a discursive aspect” (Hall, 1992, p. 291). It follows then that the discourse 
or the meanings in a social practice are part of the culture of its practitioners.  
In this thesis, discourse is also a site and an object of struggle, where 
the government as the dominant organisation strives to establish hegemonic 
control over the masses – the production and reproduction of its values and 
points of view, while the citizens, in this case, a group of at-risk youth, 
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assimilate or contest the dominant meanings in the everyday practice and 
discourses of their lifeworld. 
At the level of text, that is, a stretch of cohesive and coherent 
communication (Sanders & Sanders, 2006), “discourse implies patterns and 
commonalities of knowledge and structures” (Wodak & Krzyzanoski, 2008, p. 
6). In my data analysis, I shall search out for patterns and similarities in 
discourses I gather and co-construct, and organise and present them in clusters 
of common meanings. 
Ideology 
I am going to adopt two definitions of ideology. The first, the broader 
definition from the second-generation critical thinker, Jürgen Habermas, refers 
to ideology as a ‘world-picture’ which stabilizes or legitimizes domination or 
hegemony” (Geuss, 1981, p. 15). In the process of presenting and legitimizing 
a section of interests and domination and their particular perspectives, 
ideologies suppress and mask contradictions, dilemmas and oppositions. 
Ideologies can thus engender practices which delude and reproduce false 
consciousness.  
The second definition, from Mauzy and Milne (2002), a pair of scholars 
on Singapore politics, operationalizes the first. To them, ideology implies “a 
coherent and interlinked set of ideas, beliefs and values leading to a plan of 
action” (p.51). Ideologies reflect the beliefs, values and ideas of a group of 
elites – usually government leaders who create “world pictures” from these 
beliefs, values and ideas in order to mobilise people or gain their support for 
some end. Developing and shaping an ideology that is “accepted by the masses 
is a powerful political tool that can serve to legitimise the political system and 
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the leaders (Mauzy & Milne, 2002, p. 51). Both definitions underline an 
instrumental value and the privileging of sectional interests by a governing 
elite. Ideologies are discursive, cultural and social practices with material 
effects. 
Public relations approaches 
Public relations approaches are described throughout the thesis almost 
interchangeably with public relations perspectives.  
State vs. Government vs. Ruling Political Party 
Sociologists regard the state to be more than a government, as a 
“continuous administrative, legal, bureaucratic and coercive system that 
attempts to structure relationships between society and public authority in a 
polity, but also to structure many critical relationships within society” (Gerth & 
Mills, 1978, p. 196). Thus, a State suggests continuity and is usually distinct 
from a specific government holding office at a particular time. In Singapore, 
however, the distinction between the State and the government, however is 
blurred by the longevity of the ruling political party and the latter’s own 
perception of its coalescence with the government. The PAP has been in 
government for so long – since 1965 – that it has become synonymous with the 
government. Indeed, many PAP leaders have come to regard themselves as 
“trustees of the nation and its resources, and “unapologetically identify the 
PAP with the government” (Ho, 2010, p.70). The first prime minister, and 
founding father of independent Singapore, Lee Kuan Yew, spelt it explicitly, “I 
make no apologies that the PAP is the government and the government is the 
PAP” (Petir, 1982). The PAP has total control over the constitution and the law 
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(Mauzy & Milne, 2002). Hence, a perception widely shared among the public 
is that the State of Singapore is the government, which in turn is the PAP. In 
this thesis, I adopt the blurring of government, ruling party and State using the 
term, government synonymously with the ruling political party, the PAP. The 
organisation in discussion throughout this study is the government as run by 
the PAP.  
These terms and concepts are part of the analytical lexicon employed in 
this study. Embarking on a critical foray into public relations thought in 
Singapore through some of these notions broadens the predominantly 
functionalist, managerialist perspective in Singapore public relations 
scholarship, provokes insight and critique in public relations discussion of the 
government-citizen relationship, and ultimately, augments the ambit of public 
relations scholarship and practice in Singapore.  
OUTLINE OF THESIS 
The thesis unfolds as follows:  
• This first chapter sets the impetus for this study and the premises for its 
development. 
• I review the literature on public relations scholarship and practice in 
Chapter 2, surveying the key perspectives and approaches and ascertaining 
applicability. The argument is that while each public relations approach 
yields descriptive, explanatory, normative dividends, the critical approach 
offers significant potential for heuristic provocativeness in rendering new 
insights through alternative views, ultimately, transforming a relationship 
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between a public and an organization. In assessing the usefulness of each 
perspective in expanding understanding of a communicative relationship, 
the key issues in each perspective are identified and their justifications 
weighed against the cultural and socio-political conditions in Singapore. 
The implications of the analyses and interpretations for the role of the 
public relations practitioner and scholar within each theoretical framework 
are discussed throughout the thesis as the assessment of public relations 
theory traces the movement of public relations roles from being a calibrator 
of relationships to being a coordinator of often-conflicting interests to 
being a communication intermediary (Hodges & McGrath, 2011). 
• The literature review develops into a closer study of critical theory and 
critical culture perspective, with the culture-centred approach as an 
instantiation of critical culture theorising and praxis. This discussion entails 
Foucauldian and discursive conceptualisations of power. The reviews 
helped me articulate my research questions. 
• In Chapter 3, I discuss the two research methods used in this project: 
Critical Metaphor Analysis and grounded theory. Both methods provide 
different ways of analysis that support my stance as an interpretivist 
researcher. 
• The findings presented in Chapters 4 and 5 are consolidated into the final 
Chapter 6, in which I draw out their implications and significance for 
public relations praxis. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW  
THEORETICAL APPROACHES TO PUBLIC RELATIONS 
In this chapter, I survey the key theoretical approaches in public 
relations scholarship in search of a theoretical lens that will best help me 
understand the discourses about the nation and the role of public relations in 
producing and reproducing the discourse, in forging new ones and in mediating 
the relationships the discourses engender in the context of nation building. 
While I shall adhere to the “theoretical postulates” (Bourdieu & 
Wacquant, 1992, p. 31) built-in to the final theory I select for explicating this 
research, I am also receptive to borrowing the concepts and practices arising 
from other theoretical trajectories, as long as these do not run into conflict with 
the fundamental principles of the overall theoretical stand. This dialectical 
approach to research (Martin & Nakayama, 1999) lets scholars take on 
different ways of seeing social reality, and of doing research, perceiving the 
interrelations amongst the various approaches to explicating human relations, 
to the point of being able to hold two contradictory ideas concurrently. 
Above all, the theory I am looking for must then go beyond just 
representing the interests of dominant groups to helping concerned 
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practitioners and researchers address issues of a variety of stakeholders in 
society, particularly the marginalised segments. Conversely, an inappropriate 
theory misdirects attention and hinders a holistic assessment and prognosis of 
an issue or phenomenon. For example, some public relations scholars 
(L’Etang, 2005; Leitch & Neilson, 1996; McKie, 2005; L’Etang & Pieczka, 
2006; Pieczka, 1996) argue that adopting an Excellence theoretical lens may 
prevent public relations scholars and practitioners from noticing power 
inequities and the interests of disadvantaged publics in a relationship.  
Alvesson and Deetz (2000) outlined three functions of theory which are 
helpful for this theory-selection exercise: directing attention, organizing 
experience and enabling useful responses. In this literature review, I first 
examine the various theoretical approaches to public relations: the functional 
approaches of relationship management and the Excellence model; the 
rhetorical perspective; critical theory; and postmodern theory. Then I apply 
each theory to the Singapore context in general and to research in public 
relations for Singapore nation building in particular, while evaluating each 
along the three functions of theory outlined above.  
In 1984, a public relations scholar’s call for researchers in the field to 
focus on relationships precipitated discussions on what defines public relations. 
Mary Ferguson had conducted a content analysis of 10 years’ (1975-1984) 
worth of articles and abstracts in Public Relations Review and concluded in 
that seminal meta-analysis of research themes, that public relations research 
should focus on relationships rather than on the organization or on the public 
tout court. The idea is that relationship-centered research enables researchers to 
discover what is important in a relationship as situated.  
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Ledingham and Bruning (2000) took the relational perspective to mean 
that public relations is about managing the state of a relationship. To them, 
public relations was the processes of analyzing, planning and evaluating the 
state of an organization’s relationship with a public along a spectrum of 
dimensions, types and models.  In Ledingham and Bruning’s view, a 
relationship management theory should effectively assess the quality of a 
relationship and help with predicting the public’s behaviour, including that of 
the citizens in a community (Ledingham, 2001). This role of public relations as 
calibrator points to a theory about evaluating a relationship along a set of 
dimensions, and provides researchers and practitioners a tangible indication of 
where that relationship is as a result of a public relations programme. The 
dimensions of an organization-public relationship include the two parties’ 
ability to adapt, be constructive, open and to commit to the relationship, to 
cooperate with each other and to trust and understand each other. The theory 
takes into account the availability of supportive structures; the quality in which 
shared resources can be facilitated; the kind of satisfaction gained; the 
legitimacy of the relationship; each party’s view of the other’s credibility; and 
the impetus for the relationship – whether it was because of mutual goals or 
because there was a need for synergy or a legal imperative that the relationship 
came about (Ledingham & Bruning, 2000).  
Relational models of communication in public relations, with their 
guidelines for building and assessing relationships in general (Broom, Casey & 
Ritchey, 1997; Grunig & Hon, 1999, 2002; Kent & Taylor, 2002; Ledingham 
& Bruning, 2000; Kruckeberg & Starck, 1988) and nation building in particular 
(Taylor, 2000; Taylor & Botan, 1997; Taylor & Kent, 2006) can also be used 
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to elucidate the state of a public communication effort. The relationship-
management approach can yield useful insight into how successful a 
communication effort is and can be. Once the public relations manager 
ascertains the relevant components of an organization-public relationship and 
the satisfaction level of each component, the practitioner gets a handle on the 
state of that relationship, and consequently, on the aspects of the relationship 
which need improvement.  
Mackey (2003, 2004) points out that some of these relationship 
dimensions such as social structures and the need for collaboration predispose 
an advantage to the dominant party in the relationship and make superfluous 
the need for public relations to foster dialogue and help the groups and 
individuals involved make sense of a relationship intersubjectively. This means 
that the relationship management approach only serves to highlight the fact that 
the dimensions of a relationship are not always balanced in terms of interests 
and resources. In fact, the relationship management approach can even 
reinforce the asymmetrical ways in which public relations is being carried out 
if the theory does not address the realities of power differentials in a 
relationship. In terms of this current research, the relationship management 
theory will not be able to foster more symmetrical relationships if it does not 
draw the practitioner or researcher into unravelling a deeper understanding of 
the interests of the organisation and the publics, and forging other ways of 
thinking, talking and constructing the nation. 
Excellence Communication 
Ledingham and Bruning’s research on how public relations managers 
can analyse an organization-public relationship is part of the large body of 
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research that has ensued from the formal public relations theory – the 
Excellence theory of public relations. The Excellence theory was developed 
out of a 15-year study of public relations practice in more than 200 companies 
in three Anglo-Saxon countries to address the overriding concern for achieving 
balance between the organization’s position and its public. Other areas of 
research that have stemmed from the Excellence study include the roles of 
public relations practitioners in an organization, and the contribution of public 
relations to the organization as a whole (Dozier & Broom, 1995; Grunig & 
Grunig, 2000).  
Grunig (2000) organized his relational perspective of public relations 
practice and research along a set of dimensions: “direction” (one-way or two-
way), “purpose” (asymmetrical or symmetrical), “channel” (mediated or 
interpersonal) and “ethicality” of a public relations strategy. One result of the 
cross-country study was the emergence of the two-way symmetrical model as 
the normative standard for public relations (Grunig & Hunt, 1984). Grunig and 
Hunt (1984) established the two-way symmetrical model as one of four models 
of public relations, the other three being press agentry, public information and 
two-way asymmetrical persuasion. Backed by extensive interviews with 
effective practitioners and organisational leaders, the two-way symmetrical 
model on which the Excellence theory is based, prescribes the ideal way of 
practising public relations for mutually beneficial results for organisations and 
their publics (Hon, 2007).  
According to Grunig, the Excellence model of public relations is also 
ethical in that it helps build mutually beneficial relationships through mutual 
respect, mutual understanding, mutual give-and-take and honest dialogue, as 
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opposed to one-sided attempts at gaining compliance (Grunig, 2001). In short, 
symmetry comes when there is consensus, and along with that, ethics.  
Symmetry also entails collaboration. In the Excellence model of public 
relations, the public relations practitioner shifts from being a calibrator (in 
relationship management) to a more involved role of coordinating interests so 
as to achieve mutually beneficial goals. This postulation of a more dynamic 
role for public relations can trace its links to systems theory where an entity, 
interconnected to other entities, is most likely to thrive if it makes the 
necessary and timely changes to adapt to its ever-changing interconnected 
environment. Similarly, the Excellence theory posits that the purpose of public 
relations is to “coordinate and integrate the various subsystems that constitute 
the organization and more importantly, to reduce uncertainty about the 
environment in order to help the organization adapt to (and grow in) that 
environment” (Trujillo & Toth, 1987, p. 208). The public relations practitioner 
is the organisation’s boundary-spanner, helping the organisation and its publics 
adjust their ideas and behaviour to one another (Grunig, 2006).  
Like relationship management where a set of dimensions, constructs 
and models can be used to size up a public relation programme, and in 
consequence, the organisation-public relationship, the Excellence model is a 
meta-theory where the principles of two-way communication for the interests 
of organisation and public can be applied to different contexts. Although the 
research was conducted in North America and Britain, the Excellence 
researchers believed that their model should be applied as far as possible, in all 
contexts. Indeed, the Excellence model of public relations has gained such 
traction among public relations scholars the world over that it is the model 
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which scholars recommend practitioners to refer to, be they from Korea or 
Singapore, India or China, Europe or Africa, North or South America 
(Holtzhausen, 2012). 
Public relations research in government communication has been about 
public perception of whether the communication has been propagandistic, 
democratic, or useful for social integration; and the respective justifications for 
these three purposes (Gelders & Ihlen, 2010; Gelders, Bouckaert & van Ruler 
2007; Toledano & McKie, 2007). Grunig and Jaatinen (1998) maintained that 
strategic, symmetrical public relations could be transplanted into the 
government-citizen context as well, in the form of societal corporatism, where 
government agencies collaborate and negotiate with certain citizens or interest 
groups, while balancing their interests with those of society at large through 
dialogue and communication programmes that serve the interests of the 
government and stakeholders in mutually beneficial ways. One can surmise 
that if two-way symmetrical communication is conducted properly, the result 
will be democracy and national cohesion, not propaganda. 
Research on public relations in Singapore has been about evaluating the 
development of the practice as a whole, with scholars in Singapore noting how 
much local practitioners have fallen short of the Excellence ideal of two-way 
symmetrical communication (Chay-Nemeth, 2003; Yeap, 1994). The 
Excellence model appears to resonate with the government too. At the first 
parliamentary session after the watershed general elections of May 2011 in 
which the ruling party suffered a sharp decline in votes, Singapore Prime 
Minister Lee Hsien Loong declared that his government would work towards 
engaging the people in two-way communication (Lee, 2011).  
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The Excellence model has limited explanatory power though. In 
Grunig’s view, the two features of symmetry – consensus and collaboration – 
will not be achieved in the corporatist state if the ruling party’s interests 
dominate and appropriate the interests of the citizens. But what if the citizens 
wittingly “allow” the ruling government to dominate over them in the hope of 
getting something else in return, for example economic security?  In other 
words, what if the people of the country consented to an authoritarian 
leadership, and cooperated with it because they believed that succumbing to 
the governmental authority was necessary for securing their own interests in 
the long run?  The Singapore citizenry voluntarily set aside thought and 
discourse on politics (Chan, 1975) and succumbed to the government co-
optation in exchange for protection of its economic well-being. The result was 
an efficient “administrative state” which owed minimal accountability to the 
people (Chan, 1975, p. 53; Chua, 1991); and which had no patience for 
conciliation, since complete trust was relinquished to the political leadership to 
govern with “complete and irreversible power” (Chan, 1975, p. 53). In the case 
of Singapore as a corporatist state, collaboration and consensus have ensued 
not because of symmetry but because of the hegemonic acquiescence 
underlying an asymmetrical power relationship. The processes of achieving 
mutually beneficial goals did not result from power sharing between 
government and citizens, but from power ceding on the part of the citizen-
public. Endeavouring to attain symmetry loses its meaning if common purpose 
and agreement can also be obtained through asymmetry. The Excellence model 
of public relations can prescribe cooperation as best practice, but it cannot 
explain the underlying asymmetry of a hegemonic situation. If public relations 
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gets involved in facilitating such consensus and collaboration, then it may be 
seen to be complicit in a system of oppression, especially when its role in the 
system is “obscured by normative theories of practice” (Bardhan & Weaver, 
2011, p.15). 
Public relations as a management function. Like relationship 
management theory, public relations is also conceptualized as a management 
function in Excellence theory. The Excellence model of public relations is 
based on the functionalist management approach of realizing the business goals 
set by the dominant coalition (Pieczka, 1996). Seen as a strategic management 
function, public relations seeks to ensure that the goals and objectives of an 
organization are accepted and fulfilled. Excellence public relations helps an 
organisation identify its strategic constituencies, prioritize these publics and 
anticipate competing values and potential repercussions from conflicting 
interests. In short, Excellence public relations exists to help the organization be 
more attuned to the needs of its publics and avoid possible clashes due to any 
conflict of interests.  
To critics, on the other hand, it is implausible for public relations to 
concurrently meet organizational and public interests this way. In fact, L’Etang 
(1996) argues that “symmetry and advocacy are in opposition” (p. 96), and 
only possible if public relations is able to ensure that all points of view are 
upheld, a position which is neither feasible nor sensible. In doing thus, public 
relations contributes to organizational effectiveness. At which point, critical 
scholar Pieczka (2006) poses this question: Is the public relations manager “in 
a position to decide what is in the public interest, and what is ethically 
acceptable” (p. 352)?  Pieczka (2006) dismisses the notion that society 
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revolves around finding an equilibrium of interests as idealistic and naïve (see 
also Bardhan & Weaver, 2011). According to the critics (Edwards, 2011; 
Hodges & McGrath, 2011), if public relations were to help enhance a 
relationship, it should enter the relationship from the public’s point of view. 
Their call has since become the starting point and impetus for the present 
study. 
Power relations. The organizational slant in the functional approach of 
Excellence theory has led critics to question the plausibility of symmetrical and 
relational models of public relations in enabling a public to genuinely negotiate 
with the government as organization (Cheney & Christensen, 2001; Dutta & 
Pal, 2011; Holtzhausen, 2000, 2002, 2007; Holtzhausen, Petersen & Tindall, 
2003; L’Etang, 2005; Leitch & Neilson, 1997; Pieczka, 2006; Roper, 2005; 
Weaver, 2011).  
Some critics even went so far to say that this model of public relations 
was really used to maintain an environment and appearance which enable the 
organization to ultimately meet its own policy agenda. Researchers found that 
the Excellence approach did not authentically work in private sector 
organizations (Leitch & Neilson, 1997; Roper, 2005; Stauber & Rampton, 
1995). Other critics objected to the symmetrical model because the power 
relations have not been factored into it. Leitch and Neilson (1997) pointed out 
that publics such as unskilled workers in a developing country can never exert 
symmetry in communicating with powerful organizations, even if the 
interaction appears symmetrical in form. Indeed, these publics should not try to 
engage symmetrically with a bigger organization. According to critical 
scholars, having a disadvantaged public compromising and conceding to the 
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dominant organization in order to achieve the give-and-take mutuality of 
interests advocated in Excellence theory might just destroy these publics 
(Leitch & Neilson, 1997). 
Power as access to resources and the processes of communication. 
Excellence proponents attempt to defend their stance by positing the role of the 
activist public. However, critics of Excellence and relational communication 
argue that the resource disparity between corporations and activist publics is 
simply too great for symmetry to take place (Dozier & Lauzen, 2000, p. 44; 
Holtzhausen, 2000, p. 98; Karlberg, 1996). Coombs (1993) pointed out that in 
relying on a principle of reciprocity to correct disparity of positions, advocates 
of two-way symmetrical public relations have still not sufficiently considered 
parity in terms of access to resources. The Excellence model seemed to have 
considered power only in terms of size between entities. According to Grunig 
& White (1992), if individual activist-publics are too weak on their own, they 
can strengthen themselves by organising themselves into groups. The rationale 
is that group power forces the opening of a dialogue and provides bargaining 
resources as well (Grunig & White, 1992). In Singapore, this came about in 
2001 when a few individuals documented the biodiversity of an intertidal area 
(Chek Jawa) amidst government plans to reclaim the land. The ensuing media 
and Internet publicity attracted thousands of visitors who, hitherto, had been 
unaware that a rich marine life was thriving in highly urbanised Singapore. 
Subsequently, the Minister for National Development visited the area and 
witnessed for himself the marine life and the visitorship it attracted. The 
groundswell of public opinion built from the loosely confederated group 
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eventually led the government to rescind its decision and conserve the area 
instead.  
Subsequent spontaneous mobilization of civic society has experienced 
varying success in communicating its interests to the government. For 
example, quite recently, the tremendous mobilization of activism from the 
general public as well as heritage preservation groups in petitioning against the 
demolition of an old cemetery hosting the remains of the fore parents of many 
families in Singapore has turned out to be in vain. The government is going 
ahead with its plans to remove the cemetery and make way for expanding a 
busy thoroughfare. Hence, despite a palpable strengthening of civil society in 
Singapore (Low & Vadaketh, 2014), stringent enforcement of internal security 
laws coupled with the government’s tightly-held access to information 
(George, 2010; Low & Vadaketh, 2014) and its willingness to gazette any civic 
society organisation as a political group (Low & Vadaketh, 2014) have since 
kept a lid on the civil activism seen in the 1950s and 1960s. 
The reality is as some critics argue, that although their lives are affected 
by organisations, there are “powerless publics” who lack the resources to 
demand mutually beneficial relationships (Dozier & Lauzen, 2000). 
Organizations may not even acknowledge them as a force to be reckoned in 
their decision-making, and can easily dismiss these publics as not legitimate 
(Cheney & Christensen, 2001). In 1950s to 1980s Singapore, the fragmentation 
and incarceration without trial of labour and student activists in Singapore 
might have emasculated these activists into powerless publics. The student 
groups had banded together to demonstrate dissent against the government, but 
were were rounded up and put to jail with no recourse to contestation in the 
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court of law. More specifically, postulating the formation of activist publics 
does not plumb the implications of power – to that of access. As mentioned 
above, limited access to information, for instance, has curtailed the growth of 
citizen participation in Singapore (George, 2010; Low & Vadaketh, 2014). 
This socio-political constraint will stymie the growth of a robust national 
consciousness and the long-term goal of national education to engender a 
thinking citizenry. Public relations is likely to end up persuading publics to see 
things mainly from the government’s point of view in a bid to reach consensus 
and equilibrium. 
A viable public relations framework must be able to take into account 
the socio-political as well as economic circumstances of the country and how 
these change with time, and still provide tenable analytical and explanatory 
perspectives on the relationships within the society.   
Critics also warned of the dangers of an unquestioning adoption of  the 
Excellence model public relations practice into settings peculiar to non-
Western countries (Bardhan, 2003; Holtzhausen, Petersen & Tindall, 2003; 
Motion & Leitch, 2001; Weaver, 2011). Holtzhausen et al. (2003) for instance, 
doubted the wisdom of replicating what are essentially US-evolved models of 
public relations in international settings. These critics cautioned that in 
pursuing the “consuming drive to establish an all-encompassing body of theory 
for public relations” (Holtzhausen, 2003 p. 309; Motion & Leitch, 2001), 
scholars might have ignored the cultural, regional and other differences in 
public relations practices. For instance, the notion of an activist public, robust 
in the US, is only starting to hold its own again in Singapore society today.  
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In sum, the Excellence model may not work in the Singapore 
government’s engagement with its youth citizens today, not simply because the 
government eschews debate and dialogue with, or even listening (Grunig, 
2001) to this public but because the model has not accounted for the socio-
political conditions present in a society. In Singapore, the citizens in general 
have yielded hegemonic control to the government in exchange for material 
affluence and socio-political stability (Chua, 1995; George, 2000, 2005). The 
citizens can be said to have been co-opted into the government through the 
latter’s discourse about political vulnerability and economic prosperity. 
Coupled with political realities like out-of-bound markers and a play-it-safe 
mentality that many claim to be endemic in Singapore society (Chay-Nemeth, 
2003), it may not be feasible to implement the Excellence communication 
model in Singapore. The need to incorporate cultural influences in the 
lifeworld of a public will be taken up again in the second half of the next 
chapter.  
Even though it has postulated a more active role for public relations, the 
Excellence model, like relationship management, does not truly address the 
issue of balance that its advocates claim it does. The Excellence approach has 
contributed to the field by introducing the foundational precepts of mutuality 
and reciprocity. It has also highlighted the norms of dialogue, listening, 
understanding and relationship-building as fundamental to any communication 
of value (Grunig, 2001). Its achievement lies in providing norms and heuristics 
as to how public relations should be practised. While managerial approaches to 
public relations do not adequately address the realities of power balances and 
access, I maintain that the monitoring, planning, measuring and organising 
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skills fostered by these approaches are useful for doing public relations across 
theoretical affinities. 
A core issue in public relations theory is whether an engagement 
between actors is balanced. Behind the notion of symmetry then is the issue of 
power in the relationship, with the party possessing greater access to resources 
being seen to also possess the motivation to keep those resources to itself, and 
protect or augment its own interests. Implicit in the issue of power in a 
relationship is the notion of a just relationship. The dominant party would 
probably write the rules for engagement and adjudicate from a position of 
strength in a negotiation. While this dominant party wishes for the status quo, 
the relatively disadvantaged actor may want or need a change in the 
relationship. In the face of issues of access and ownership of resources – 
material, circumstantial, structural, social relations, networks and even 
psychological capital – symmetry becomes a contestable norm, used by critical 
scholars to argue against the tenability of a functionalist approach to public 
relations.  
Rhetorical Perspective of Public Relations 
The Excellence ideals of reciprocity and mutuality, of joint meaning-
making and dialogue are found in the rhetorical approach to public relations 
too. Likewise, the preoccupation here is with building mutually beneficial 
relationships. Like the Excellence theory, the rhetorical approach offers public 
relations a central role in facilitating the interaction in a relationship. The 
emphasis is on the practitioner resolving issues by getting the public and 
organization to make sense of the issues together.    
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Tapping into rhetorical and public relations theory, public relations 
rhetoricians use symbols and visuals to craft strategic responses to rhetorical 
problems, sometimes getting the organization to adapt its ideas to the public, 
and at other times appealing to the public to accept the organization and its 
ideas. Responses are considered tenable if they are derived from sound 
reasoning and ethics, the Aristotelian techniques of ethos, pathos and logos 
being the proofs of such responses. More specifically, spokesperson and 
organization have to have integrity; their messages must be reasoned and 
reasonable and based on fact, evidence, logic, fairness and passion. 
Practitioners and organizations attempt to connect to their audience and 
persuade the latter to identify with them by appealing to shared perspectives, 
causes, language and history (Burke, 1969; Heath, 2009). 
The approach suggests dialogic ways organizations and publics can 
interact with one another (Toth, 2009). Advocates of the rhetorical approach 
believe that public relations can foster balance or rectify imbalance in 
organization-public positions by intersubjectively creating and managing 
meaning (Heath, 2001). Like Excellence public relations, the rhetorical 
approach views the communication process to be dynamic. The organization 
and its public enter into “zones of meaning” (Heath, 2001), those continuously 
changing spaces where organization and public make and interpret meaning to 
mutual satisfaction.  
With the rhetorical view of public relations, the public relations 
practitioner moves from the relatively distant position of a calibrator of a 
relationship or programme and of a coordinator of dialectical interests to being 
an author as well as auditor of discourses ensuring that a policy, decision or 
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idea has been thoroughly discussed and that the most ethical, most 
constructive, most reasoned and reasonable propositions rein, regardless of 
whether the principal is a corporation, a government or even civil society 
organisation. The analysis has moved from the level of the organization to the 
level of the individual practitioner or scholar, and the quality of discourse an 
individual public relations rhetorician has helped to foster between the 
organization and its public. Practitioners and publics should note the personal 
influence of the public relations rhetoricians themselves as they bring their own 
judgements to bear on the communication process they facilitate (Toth, 2009). 
Every public relations practitioner and representative of the principal, as 
adjudicator of discourses, comes to a table of dialogue, with his/her values, 
beliefs and interests. In the event of an impasse in the discussion, it is not 
inconceivable for that public relations practitioner to rely on his/her values and 
interests, as well as those of the principal’s. After all, the principal is probably 
also the practitioner’s paymaster and one ought to know which side one’s 
bread is buttered on.  
The laudable roles and goals of the public relations rhetorician, appear 
even less so when we take into account the inequitable resources of the 
participants in the marketplace of ideas. The rhetorical perspective fails to 
recognise that this marketplace cannot ensure that the best arguments will 
prevail over self-interested ones (Ihlen, 2002, 2011), and that rhetoric can be a 
strategy of the powerful to control disempowered publics (Hartelius & 
Browning, 2008). Truth, or rather, ensuring that a point of view is valid and 
prevails, is often a matter of power and tied to a regime which controls the 
mechanisms to define some things as true, and others as false (Foucault, 1980). 
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The limitations of the rhetorical approach can be seen in the year-long 
Our Singapore Conversation (OSC) exercise conducted in 2012. The OSC is a 
discursive space opened up by the government to hear the citizens’ vision for 
the future. The chair of OSC called for a diversity of voices (Heng, 2012) and 
the prime minister promised that there would be no sacred cows as 
Singaporeans came together to review policies and principles in a series of 
reflective discussions (Lee, 2012). As it turned out, while the public 
contributed their opinions, at least one political observer found that the way the 
issues were framed was “inherently conservative and biased in favour of the 
status quo” (Low, 2012). As the government would warn of the opportunity 
costs of making alternative policy options, including the cost of a divisive and 
consequently, weakened nation. Consensus was the way forward and issues 
were interpreted through the same frames of vulnerability and performativity, 
based on “existing assumptions and ideologies” (Low, 2012). 
The OSC as a form of government communication and organisational 
invitation to dialogue demonstrates that the socio-political context has to be 
germane before the rhetorical public relations can take place. The rhetorical 
approach cannot work in a hegemonic dominant-party-state with a less-than 
robust civil society and a government-compliant press (George, 2010; Tan, 
2010). As mentioned earlier, while civil society and alternative voices are 
gaining momentum in Singapore, strong activism is not likely to happen in 
Singapore any time soon (Chua, 1995; George, 2010; Lee, 2000; Low & 
Vadaketh, 2014). Rhetorical public relations scholars’ call for a “wrangle in a 
marketplace of ideas” (Burke, 1950; Heath, 1992) will run into direct difficulty 
with the Singapore government’s penchant for swift decision-making (Chua, 
 52 
1995) and its firm hold on its discourse of vulnerability and argument of 
unreasonable risks to national security posed by opposing viewpoints or dissent 
(Low & Vadaketh, 2014). 
Secondly, the metaphorical best state-of-ideas may also be 
circumscribed by the palpable and shifting presence of out-of-bounds markers, 
where certain topics and reasoning have to be screened off for what the 
government deems to be threatening the stability of the State. Once again, the 
discourse and ideology of vulnerability has put a veil over the public sphere of 
ideas and discourse. In a hegemonic dominant-party state, the best ideas and 
arguments may not always survive in the marketplace of ideologies. Rather, the 
arguments that hold sway may be the ones which align best with the dominant 
and normalized reasoning and values. This is seen in the Singapore Parliament 
where the majority of the Members of Parliament come from the ruling party 
and invariably toe the party line even after an interrogative and debate session. 
Over the years too, in return for economic prosperity and political stability, the 
public have yielded to the government’s discourse of vulnerability, meritocracy 
and performativity (Chua, 1995; George, 2010; Low & Vadaketh, 2014). The 
prime minister puts it his way: 
When people say they don’t want a nanny state they are, in fact, in a conflicted state 
of mind. On the one hand, they want to do whatever they want and not be stopped. On 
the other hand, if something goes wrong, they want to be rescued. (Lee, H.L., 2014) 
Thus, the rhetorical perspective in the best classical sense of presenting 
ideas and jointly making meaning requires participants to first realise, and then 
free themselves of ingrained ideological reasoning, metanarratives and other 
totalizing discourse.  
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In (a) holding on its “illiberal and sweeping reserve powers” (George, 
2010, p. 266), (b) limiting total exercise of civil and political rights as well as 
access to official information (George, 2010), and (c) fixing the frame of 
reference of a discussion, the PAP government has curtailed any chances of 
viable debate from taking place. In other words, it would be difficult to 
implement rhetorical public relations without a robust civil society in the 
political infrastructure. Nonetheless, the endeavour of enabling joint sense-
making between the organization and public is inclusive, constructive and 
therefore, worth pursuing.  
The socio-political circumstances in Singapore are changing as the 
General Elections in May 2011 have shown. In that election, seminal as the 
flurry of subsequent political appraisals attest, the PAP government faced a 
more vocal and less patient public. A useful public relations approach must 
enable researchers and practitioners to explore how fair discourse can take 
place in the context of a hegemonic dominant-party state grappling with an 
emerging civic consciousness. 
The functionalist approaches discussed thus far, endow public relations 
with a functional role, instrumental to helping organizations attain their 
objectives. Yet this focus on achieving symmetry and consensus for 
organizational effectiveness underscores the constraints in the approaches for 
describing and evaluating the role and practice of public relations more 
meaningfully in Singapore. The advocates of symmetry-driven approaches may 
be able to proffer best practices that help attain company goals, but their theory 
does not seem to have directed them to sufficiently perceive and account for 
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the power disparities in organization-public relationships nor the particular 
historical and social elements wherein these relationships are situated.  
Like the functionalist approaches to public relations, rhetorical public 
relations is unable to fully account for the asymmetries in relationships or the 
reasons why asymmetries happen in the first place beyond saying how the 
implementation has gone wrong. The limitation of these public relations 
approaches highlights the need for perspectives to include power and culture in 
their problematics (Bhardan, 2011; Dutta, Ban & Pal, 2012; Edwards, 2011; 
Edwards & Hodges, 2011; Weaver, 2011). A meaningful public relations 
approach should take into account, specifically, the will-to-power (or the will 
to make things true, as British cultural studies scholar, Stuart Hall (1997) 
explained it) underlying relationships, and, broadly, the influence of the socio-
cultural factors on these relationships (Bardhan & Weaver, 2011). In other 
words, public relations approaches need to be political and they need to draw 
on the socio-historical and political contexts and the cultural meanings in 
which public relations practice is located. The will-to-power points to the need 
for public relations scholarship in Singapore to consider the influence of 
culture – in terms of an in-depth and extensive interpretation of a socio-
historical and political context from which a public relations practice is 
enacted. 
Postmodern Perspectives 
In the late 1970s, a sociological school of thought criticizing 
functionalist apprehension of social relations gained prominence in the West. 
Postmodernism became the banner under which reason, aesthetics and popular 
culture, and their assumptions about social identity, meaning and relations 
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were undermined and overthrown. Within this broad movement of cultural 
changes, postmodernism began to challenge modernist ideals such as progress 
and freedom, repudiating these as totalizing and totalitarian. Instead, 
proponents of postmodernism strove for the fragmentation of the social world 
and the plurality of views that emerge from the rupture. Amidst the 
proliferation of views and the rootless-ness of things, meaning and identity 
gave way to excessive material consumption and signifiers. Reality became a 
linguistic construct.  
Postmodern thought is then discursive in nature, preoccupied with the 
narratives of dominated publics. The view is that knowledge, particularly in the 
social sciences, is made up of narratives. This means that the so-called 
objective logics describing and explaining a human behaviour or social relation 
are really value-based evaluations. The macro narratives of a social 
phenomenon are posited as objects of power play, to be rejected as totalizing 
discursive formations. Because there is no objective truth in discourse, they are 
deemed incommensurable with one another and seeking consensus among 
discourses is futile. One postmodernist proponent taking on the linguistic turn 
and the plurality of irreconcilable language games was Jean-Francois Lyotard. 
Lyotard (1984) called for an annihilation of metanarratives, the large 
discourses of modernist ideals such as progress and freedom, claiming that 
these are vacuous and self-referencing. Groups with the intent and means to 
protect their own interests and preserve their own positions, deliver these 
narratives as knowledge and use them to get weaker parties to conform to the 
norms postulated in that knowledge.  
 56 
The Singapore Story, the government-authorized history of postwar 
Singapore, constitutes one such metanarrative. To its authors who are the 
current political leaders, the Singapore Story has provided the raison d'être for 
their continuous rule since the country became independent in 1965. It is a 
narrative of struggles and triumph over the obstacles and opponents of the 
country’s endeavour to be independent. Historians have observed, though, that 
that story is framed from the government’s point of view (Hong, 2008; Liao, 
2010; Sai, 2009). Postmodernists would argue, that it is a narrative with its 
own truth claims, vested with the interests of its authors. An analysis of the 
discourse in the Singapore Story may reveal where these interests lie.  
In the field of public relations, the Excellence theory as a general theory 
of public relations may be regarded as another metanarrative. To postmodern 
public relations scholar, Derina Holtzhausen, the normative Excellence theory 
sets down guidelines for a kind of public relations practice that would 
ultimately persuade publics to help the organization meets its own objectives 
(2002).  
“Little narratives”, or “counternarratives” and “local narratives”, on the 
other hand, make no truth claims and are more acceptable to postmodernists. 
The interest for postmodernist researcher is on the quotidian, the everyday 
going-ons and stories from the ground. Postmodernist perspectives and 
criticisms of Western epistemologies render them in common with critical 
theorisations (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999). Both sets of theoretical 
perspectives regard organizations as employing instrumental reasoning, 
including that of pragmatism, to help dominant groups obtain their gains. Both 
draw attention to the “social, historical, political construction of knowledge, 
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people and social relations” (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000, p.108). The shared view 
is that domination is co-optative and that both dominated and dominant groups 
lose if they fail to recognise the articulation of power with knowledge and treat 
these constructions as self-evident and natural (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000). 
Public relations scholars with critical and postmodern leanings, (Berger, 2005; 
Deetz, 2005; Dutta, 2007; Holtzhausen, 2000, Holtzhausen & Voto, 2002; 
L’Etang & Pieczka, 1996; Leitch & Neilson, 2005; Mickey, 1998; Motion & 
Weaver, 2005; Mumby, 1997; Spicer, 2000) assert that unmasking the hidden 
voices and anonymous power relations is the start to enhancing understanding 
of a relationship between an organization and its public and consequently, the 
means to improving that relationship. 
As an endeavour, postmodernism is an undertaking that veers away 
from the modernist drive for reason, order, unity, identity, hierarchy, 
consensus, and scientific determinacy. Postmodern practitioners search actively 
instead for differences, disjunctures and instabilities (Chia, 1996; Lyotard, 
1984) as a means to address power differentials inherent in social relations. For 
public relations, the move away from authoritative and officially produced and 
endorsed messages towards the little stories (petit récit) from the 
disadvantaged public on the ground suggests that changes to a communicative 
relationship should stem from those responses. Postmodern public relations 
scholar, Derina Holtzhausen (2002; Holtzhausen & Voto, 2002) delineated four 
elements that have emerged from academic discussion as being chracteristic of 
on postmodern public relations. These are described in the following elements: 
Practice at micrological level. The postmodern practitioner homes in 
on the everyday practices and events of people on the ground. This preference 
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for the micrological is supposed to get the postmodern practitioner involved in 
local struggles for justice. Conversely, the postmodern practitioner has no 
patience for grand narratives, motherhood statements, and what practitioners of 
strategic communication parlay as key messages. To be able to head off the 
hold of hegemonic discourse, postmodern public relations practitioners must be 
aware of the gritty circumstances publics actually operate in, instead of relying 
on unquestioned assumptions about what and how people should think and act.  
Discourse at core of practice. Discourse takes centre-stage in 
postmodern theory. Discourse is seen through a political lens and consists of 
incommensurable points of views (Lyotard, 1988). Consensus is impossible 
and indeed, should not happen for it is at best superficial, and in actuality, 
unjust. If practitioners accept these appearances of consensus as valid and 
coherent, they become what Holtzhausen (2002, p. 257) terms as “stooges” of 
organizations who use public relations agency to create “forms of discipline 
and normalization”  (p. 257). Postmodern public relations practitioners should 
instead, engage in what organizational communication scholar Mumby (1997a) 
terms the “discourse of vulnerability” (p.14), referring to how the postmodern 
public relations agent relinquishes his / her position as “arbiter of knowledge 
claims, exchanging a priori and elitist assumptions for a more emergent and 
context-bound notion of what counts as knowledge” (p.14). The postmodern 
public relations practitioner foregoes a seat in the dominant coalition in order 
to be on the ground and from this vantage position, traverses the contours of 
groups of publics in a throughput of discourses (Linstead & Grafton-Small, 
1991). 
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Reflexivity. Postmodern practitioners are sceptical of the apparently 
well-reasoned information and discourse coming from power groups, 
suspecting that these may have been laundered for their consumption and are 
disconnected from the publics she serves (Holtzhausen, 2011). Above all, 
reflexive practitioners are keenly aware that public relations is a complex 
practice fraught with aporiae (Holtzhausen, 2011) including that of the constant 
struggle between serving the interests of the organization which is usually their 
employer and those of the weaker constituencies, whom they are ethically and 
professionally obligated.  
Public relations agents as activists. According to Holtzhausen 
(Holtzhausen, 2012; Holtzhausen & Voto, 2002), the committed public 
relations practitioner and researcher as activist takes on the role of the 
conscience and change agent of the organisation by opening up communication 
to the point of dissent and allowing for differends (irreconciliable conflicts) 
(Lyotard, 1989) and out-law discourse, that set of “loosely shared logics of 
justice, ideas of right and wrong that are different from a culture’s dominant 
logics of judgement” (Boyd & VanSlette, 2009; Sloop & Ono, 1997, p. 51). In 
respecting differences and the values of others the postmodern public relations 
agents do not blindly follow rules, but are prepared to break, abandon or 
suspend them. Thus, if, as Lim, Goh & Sriramesh (2005) found, the prevailing 
organizational culture in Singapore is domineering with senior managers who 
believe that they must have control over the behaviour of their subordinates, 
then the postmodern practitioner would help subordinated employees resist any 
overbearing misuse of power (Holtzhausen, 2007).  
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Contrary to coalition-building that is characteristic of the Excellence 
activism, postmodern activists pressure the decisions of an organization’s 
dominant coalition (Holtzhausen, 2011) by firstly, questioning the accepted 
way of considering and doing things, and secondly, seeking out the little 
narratives and the differends (Lyotard, 1989) with a purpose to  
… change the attitudes and behavior of our management or clients as much as […] to 
change the attitudes and behavior of the publics they affect. [It is also to] develop 
mutual understanding between [our] management and the publics they affect. 
(Holtzhausen, 2002, p. 327) 
The challenge is how public relations practitioners operating in 
organizations can feasibly adopt such a stance without jeopardizing the 
management’s acceptance and consequently, practitioners’ chances of making 
changes. In Holtzhausen’s (2011) terms, how can conscionable public relations 
agents bring up injustices while being “financially dependent on the very 
structures they are critiquing” (Holtzhausen, 2011, p. 157)?  According to 
Holtzhausen, practitioners can resist and bring about changes such as speaking 
up to management, creating opportunities to include the marginalized, being 
reflexive and reflective of one’s actions, and highlighting potential injustices 
(Holtzhausen, 2011).  
Limitations of a postmodern perspective. Despite the considerable 
strengths Holtzhausen and others attribute to postmodern practitioners, there 
are limitations to the postmodern approach. First of all, in order to obtain a full 
grasp of a public’s situation, the practitioner and researcher must also take on a 
macro perspective of the culture in which the public’s circumstances are sited. 
Social reality consists of the larger phenomena of socio-economic, political and 
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the historical factors intersecting with micrological situations. The exclusive 
preoccupations with discourse and micrological practice on the other hand, 
may result in what Kincheloe and McLaren (2003) had highlighted as 
postmodernism’s tendency to reduce all social practices, processes and 
institutions to “free-floating textuality” (p. 457), and failure to analyze such 
“enunciations in relation to larger dominating structures of oppression” such as 
class and gender inequalities, poverty and environmental problems and 
corporate derelictions. The lopsided focus on micrological affairs may result in 
navel-gazing which, ironically may  “reinscribe the status quo” (p. 457).  
In the context of the national education in Singapore, the dominant 
narrative is the state account of the Singapore Story. That narrative prevails 
and all other points of view are mobilised to support that dominant view (Hong 
& Huang, 2008). The postmodern public relations practitioner promoting 
alternative narratives should be wary that the task is not a facile one, as the 
government initiative of incorporating contending voices into Social Studies 
learning materials illustrates (Goh & Gopinathan, 2005; Loh, 1998). As it turns 
out, the alternative sources did not supplant the totalizing narrative. Instead, the 
ostensibly conflicting stories augmented the all-encompassing narrative (Goh 
& Gopinathan, 2005; Loh, 1998). Contrary to the postmodern framework, the 
seemingly divergent voices not only failed to result in resistance, they appeared 
to reinforce domination. Applied this way, postmodernism does not seem to 
render a recourse for emancipation. The example underscores the importance 
of delving deep to unearth the underlying logic and function of a discourse. For 
once thoroughly unearthed, every apparently ‘alternative’ story selected for 
critical learning in the official texts, could be later found to actually reproduce 
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the recount of the metanarrative (Hong, personal communication, January 10, 
2010).  
At its extreme, postmodernism posits a social reality that is 
“indeterminate and unmappable” (Best & Kellner, 1991, p. 258). There is a 
need to develop a coherent theory that does not make it susceptible to 
disparate, nebulous and abstract conceptualisations. As subsequent chapters 
will reveal, discourse analysis can only unravel power disparities and social 
contradictions when meso and macro levels contexts are explicated as well.  
Furthermore, the postmodern conceptualisation of irreconcilable 
discourses among different groups and disciplines (Lyotard, 1985) hinders 
practical interest (Habermas, 1972) and its motivation for intersubjective 
meaning-making and dialogue. Without motivation for intersubjectivity and 
dialogue, emancipation from hegemonic discourse and efforts for a 
constructive alternative will be hard to come by (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 
1999). This may result in the postmodern scholar and practitioner deserting the 
project of emancipation altogether (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999), a loss 
which is all the more poignant for public relations. Giving up on cooperative 
sense-making because it may entail domination deprives the potential 
contribution of public relations as communication intermediary in mediating, 
co-constructing and reconstructing relationships.  
Sardar (1998), Smith (1999) and Weaver (2011) caution that the 
postmodern fragmentation of identities promoted by Western organizations 
may be a guise of re-colonization. Western societies having abandoned their 
own metanarratives and the ideals espoused in the classical Enlightenment of 
freedom, equality, justice and individualism, may be destabilizing indigenous 
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communities in non-Western countries by touting the merits of “multiple, fluid 
and free-floating identities” (Weaver, 2011, p. 263), which in practice, 
undermine “all criteria of reality and truth” (Sardar, 1998, p.15). Similarly, 
Dutta (2011) warned of capitalist organisations appropriating the concepts and 
lexicon of postmodernism in an attempt to infiltrate into unwitting dominated 
groups, co-opt their support and ultimately, preserve the status quo. In 
Singapore, the progress towards capitalism has gained global proportions to the 
point of undermining a fledging national identity (Vadaketh, 2014). In the call 
for a global city identity, the fragmented, multiple, fluid and blurred identities 
that have ensued, are now recognised to obliterate the growth of a Singaporean 
identity which citizens can call their own. There is a need to carve a space for 
Singaporeans, particularl the young and those living on the margins, to have an 
opportunity to say who they want to be (Vadaketh, 2014).  
Critical Theory for Public Relations 
What the review of theoretical approaches to public relations has shown 
so far is that the relational and consensual-oriented views of public relations 
have placed emphasis on planning and managing communication processes. 
The main criticisms have been that the functionalist and management-centered 
bias gives unfair advantage to the organisation, which usually has the resources 
to shape the discourse and practices in a relationship to the point that 
Excellence and rhetorical public relations appear to be more about regulating 
diverse positions than about promoting differing points of view (Cheney & 
Christensen, 2001; Edwards & Hodges, 2011). In the case of a hegemonic 
dominant-party state like Singapore, public relations can also be used to frame 
public discourse with a view to sustaining the government organisation’s 
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interests and ideologies (Low & Vadaketh, 2014). Public relations scholars 
have argued that the organisational perspective can overwhelm and marginalise 
a public (Karlberg, 1996; Moffit, 1994), and that current public relations theory 
is unable to account for the power differences between an organisation and its 
publics (Leitch & Neilson, 2000). These scholars have pointed to a need to 
understand the effects of public relations on society and recommended that 
public relations practice and education move away from instrumental 
motivations which served only the interests of corporations and government 
organizations (Karlberg, 1996; Strauss, 2011).  
The impetus to provide a more equitable communicative relationship 
led some public relations scholars to turn to critical theory. The paradigmatic 
shift, as some critical public relations scholars (Bardhan & Weaver, 2011; 
Edwards & Hodges, 2011; L’Etang, 2005; Strauss, 2011) have noted, moves 
public relations scholarship and education away from the instrumental 
approach that has dominated public relations research and practice, to a more 
public-centered approach, where the value placed on relationships goes beyond 
achieving organizational goals.  
As noted earlier, a number of scholars – among them L’Etang (2005) 
who questioned the assumptions of Excellence theory in particular and the role 
of public relations in society in general, Pieczka (2006), who dissected and 
critiqued systems theory on which the Excellence model derived its theoretical 
impulses, and Leitch and Neilson (2001), who highlighted the vulnerable 
position of the public vis-à-vis the stronger organization – have exposed the 
untenability of Excellence theory as the dominant paradigm in the field 
providing for both advocacy and consensus. They are joined by other critical 
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scholars like McKie (2001), who called for alternative paradigms to complicate 
and further the development of public relations research and practice and 
Berger (2005) who, in examining key constructs in public relations literature, 
brought attention to the opacity of the workings of a normalized concept, the 
dominant coalition, questioned the role of public relations and reminded 
researchers to consider more deeply the manoeuvrings in power relations and 
structures in organizations. Worth noting are also Bardhan and Weaver (2011), 
McKie and Munshi (2007), Millar and Dinan (2007) and Moloney, (2000, 
2004, 2006) who have variously examined public relations intersecting with 
the socio-cultural, economic and political structures and practices and 
globalization movements in society and have highlighted the intricate 
embroilment of public relations with self-interests and power. Of relevance to 
this dissertation is also the work of Dutta and Pal (2011), Munshi and Kurian 
(2005) and Munshi and McKie, (2001), critical scholars who examined public 
relations practice through post-colonial perspectives, along with the researchers 
who probe into the forms and workings of power by investigating into the 
discourse of organisations (Motion, 2005; Motion & Weaver, 2005). Their 
endeavours help unveil the covert agendas in dominant discourse to furthering 
organizational positions. Elwood (1995) extends the interrogative project by 
using case studies from a number of scholars including Courtright (1995); 
Crable and Vibbert (1983); Elwood (1995) and Hearit (1995) to illustrate the 
various ways public relations messaging employs to align the public with the 
corporation: through redefinition, by masking unequal power distribution, by 
propagating pragmatically rational thinking and by playing on contradictory 
values. In these communication situations, the onus is on the critical public 
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relations scholar or practitioner to forge a space for disadvantaged publics to 
voice their interests vis-à-vis the relations of force amidst the manipulative 
rhetoric. In other words, the “value of a critical perspective is that it 
interrogates the ideological and economic basis of public relations, thus 
rupturing the consolidation of power embodied in public relations theorising, 
and opening up a discursive and resistive space for articulating new ways of 
thinking about public relations” (Dutta, Ban & Pal, 2012, p. 2). 
The critical approach to public relations obtains its theoretical impulse 
from critical theory. The theory itself can trace its trajectory to the ideas of 
Marx in the 19th century, and the Frankfurt School thinkers in the 1920s and 
1930s. Marx’s 1843 definition of critical theory as the “self-clarification of the 
struggles and wishes of the age” (1975) sets the mission, as it were, for 
criticalists. Aspects of the critical mission are manifest in the work of the 
Frankfurt School pioneers such Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno and 
Herbert Marcuse in drawing people’s attention to the influence of history and 
philosophy in society, to the causes of society’s problems, and to the 
possibility of different futures. In this research paradigm, theory serves to 
analyse and expose the gap between “the actual and the possible, between the 
existing order of contradictions and a potential future state” (Held, 1980, p. 22; 
Lukacs, 1971). 
Public relations practitioners and researchers in any society who have 
adopted critical theory have their work cut out for them: to seek out the 
difficulties and aspirations of dominated publics, and create with them other 
ways of seeing, interacting, discoursing and approaching an issue or 
relationship. In a critical framework, the public relations practitioner moves 
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beyond assessing, coordinating and positioning organizational and public 
interests. Critical public relations takes on a more expansive stance as it 
embraces and extrapolates, instead, larger interests and implications for the 
community and the practice. “Critical public relations should… engage with 
contemporary intellectual thought more broadly with a view to considering the 
implications for public relations…” (L’Etang, 2005, p. 524). 
Yet, critical public relations needs to be careful of producing merely 
armchair criticisms (Grunig, 2001). Critical public relations can add to theory, 
research and practice, particularly in breaking up the hegemonic spaces of 
power (Motion & Weaver, 2005). The ruptures can begin through the 
identification and critique of the discourses deployed by regimes of truth 
(Foucault, 1980) that promote sectional interests and in that way, obscure and 
obstruct the interests and their expressions from disadvantaged publics. The 
critique would lead to seeking out and attending to the voices of a 
disempowered public (Dutta, Ban & Pal, 2012). The work of critical 
communication research and practice is foremost, emancipatory:  It exposes 
discursive and material inequities and the systematically distorted 
communication (Deetz, 2005) that harbour them. On top of that, critical praxis 
provides avenues for the exploration and discussion of alternative experiences 
and points of view, and ultimately, for transformative action.  
The Socio-Cultural Factor in Critical Public Relations 
The critical stance shifts the dominant concern of public relations from 
the organization to society and the relations within society – it views public 
relations no longer as just a managerial function in organizational processes, 
but as a cultural practice situated in the communicative processes of society 
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(Bardhan & Weaver, 2011; Edwards, 2011; L’Etang, 2011; Weaver, 2011). 
This cultural practice is carried out through the production, maintenance and 
regulation of meanings that cumulatively constitute the symbolic and material 
reality of a society (Edwards & Hodges, 2011). The socio-cultural activities 
constituting public relations as cultural practice are thus contingent, dynamic 
communicative processes which engender meanings (Edwards & Hodges, 
2011). The activities are shaped by the norms, values and ideas of specific 
historical and current social contexts which are in turn, influenced by macro 
political, economic, social factors. The actors driving these activities such as 
public relations practitioners, their clients, publics, the media are integrated 
into the meaning-making processes, with their identities being shaped by social 
structures just as they enact the socio-cultural activities (Edwards & Hodges, 
2011). Seen this way, public relations can be positioned as a catalyst of change 
in society, whether this is through discourse (Motion, 2005, Motion & Weaver, 
2005), symbolic work (Edwards, 2009; Mackey, 2011), postcolonial reflections 
(Dutta & Pal, 2005; Munshi & Kurian, 2005; Munshi & McKie, 2001), or 
sociological theorisations (Ihlen & Van Ruler, 2009). In its analyses and 
suggestions for change in the Singapore context, critical public relations would 
have to take into account the socio-historical, the political and social 
psychological factors like the government’s authoritarian and pragmatic bent, 
its ideological stranglehold on citizen’s propensity to question and think of 
alternative possibilities and the citizens’ risk-averse mentality (Chay-Nemeth, 
2003; Low & Vadaketh, 2014).  
The dialectical optic. The emphasis on culture as a site of negotiated 
meanings and values answers calls from scholars (Dutta, 2011; Elmer, 2007) to 
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engage with culture and politics for a richer conceptualisation and a more 
meaningful approach to engendering social change. Edwards and Hodges 
(2011), observed, for instance, that public relations scholars still see public 
relations as an entity separate either from social structures or social agents. As 
a result, research is either about public relations as “a structural source of 
domination, or it is an agentic force for change” (p. 4). They point out that the 
mutually exclusive perspectives cannot account for the complex day-to-day 
dynamics of the practice. Rather, public relations should be seen as a 
“temporally defined, contingent, fluid articulation of structural and agentic 
elements of society” (2011, p. 4). This dialectical view of public relations as 
cultural practice resolves the ontological intransigency as well as addresses the 
debate on the role of power in public relations. With a dialectical optic, public 
relations is not so much an occupation in an organization, but a “locus of 
transactions” (p. 4) where social and cultural meanings produced in human 
interactions, are integrated into society, and subsequently, reproduce public 
relations practice. The dialectical view of public relations as socio-cultural 
practice operating in a locus of meaning transactions situated in a distinct 
historical and social context will be adopted in this thesis. Structural elements 
like government ideology and micrological elements like the agency of a 
vulnerable public and the role of the public relations practitioner are seen to 
dialectically interact with one another in networks of meanings and as 
articulated by public relations practice and research. 
Critical culture public relations as it comes to be known, is carried out 
by what Hodges and McGrath (2011) call “communication intermediaries” (p. 
98), who may not be professional public relations practitioners as such. I 
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suggest that these intermediaries often are pracademics (McKie, personal 
communication, May 7, 2015), that is, scholars with practitioner experience 
and activist leanings. Communication intermediaries have direct dealings with 
the public, organizing and mobilizing the grassroots, facilitating their 
participation and helping them first to reflect on their everyday lives, and then 
to voice their concerns. The important distinction between communication 
intermediaries and public relations professionals as we traditionally know 
them, is that communication intermediaries do not so much impart knowledge 
and try to change the behaviour of publics according to predetermined 
messaging, as they are reflexive: critical culture communication intermediaries 
learn, reflect and activate what they co-construct with their public (Dutta, 
2011; Hodges & McGrath, 2011).  
A CRITICAL CULTURE FRAMEWORK FOR  
PUBLIC RELATIONS RESEARCH:  
THE CULTURE-CENTERED APPROACH TO COMMUNICATION 
The culture-centered approach is a form of critical culture public 
relations where the communicative intermediary look to local contexts as an 
entry point for disrupting dominant logics and opening spaces for alternative 
ones (Dutta, 2011). The rest of this chapter elaborates on the Culture-Centered 
Approach (CCA) as the theoretical framework for this thesis. I suggest that 
CCA provides the framework for forging discourses that refuse the constraints 
imposed by the dominant discourse. I then go on to examine the socio-political 
condition in Singapore in terms of CCA. My main argument goes that the 
norms imposed by dominant groups or individuals in a society can restrict, 
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obfuscate and stymie other ways of thinking, talking and living particularly for 
publics from disadvantaged backgrounds. The discussion concludes by 
emphasizing that a critical culture public relations project on change should 
begin with the public, with the levels of analysis moving between a particular 
setting and the broader socio-political and economic context in which the 
public is situated.  
CCA instantiates the pivotal role culture plays in critical public 
relations practice and research.  In CCA, the everyday lived experiences of the 
members of a community are perceived to be the outcomes of the interactions 
between structural conditions and the agency of the individuals or collective in 
that community. The articulation of those interactions forms the culture of that 
community from which conceptualisations of nationhood, hegemony and other 
socio-political constructs are produced and performed. In short, CCA is 
operationalised through the interactions of culture, structure and agency. I shall 
explicate each element in turn before going on to discuss their interactions as 
impetus for social change. 
Culture 
In CCA, culture refers to the complex web of meanings and practices 
that a social group shares.  It provides the “context of life that shapes the 
knowledge creation, perceptions, sharing of meanings and behaviour changes,” 
(Dutta, Ban & Pal, 2012, p.5). The meanings that come out of the interactions 
among cultural participants (Dutta, Ban & Pal, 2012, p.5) are themselves 
constituted from interplays with structural conditions some of which are found 
in economics, technology, institutions, policies, rules and ideology. The 
conceptualization of public relations as a social practice and locus of meaning 
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transactions (Edwards, 2009, 2011; Edwards & Hodges, 2011) is firmly 
situated in culture – in the lifeworld of individuals, including the way they live, 
work and communicate and interact with structures and actors to produce and 
reproduce symbolic and linguistic realities that form patterns of meanings over 
time. Analysing at-risk youth’s conversations with the CCA researcher on their 
perceptions of the country lets the reader in on the dynamism flowing through 
the meaning transactions occurring in the lifeworld of disadvantaged youth in 
Singapore. In the vignettes unveiled in Chapter 5, the dialectics of consensus 
and contestation by which meanings about living in Singapore are continuously 
negotiated between individuals and structures, are played out in culture. A 
discussion below on the research methodology in CCA elaborates on this 
notion of culture as the “formation of meanings based on co-constructive 
participatory processes in conversation with structural forces” (Dutta, Ban & 
Pal, 2012, p. 5). 
Structure 
Structure refers to the “material reality as defined by policies and 
institutional networks that privilege certain sections of the population and 
marginalise others by constraining the availability of resources” (Dutta, Ban & 
Pal, 2012, p. 6). At the macro level, structure can refer to institutions, rules, 
roles, policies and ways of organising (Dutta, 2011). The key structures in this 
dissertation are the State and its judiciary system, working alongside an 
institution such as the welfare home, as well as the education system and the 
schools in the system. 
It is within the constraints of structure that cultural members enact their 
agency. The CCA public relations researcher has to be aware that larger 
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societal arrangements and agendas can limit the access to resources for 
members of a vulnerable community. For example, a CCA analysis of the 
meritocratic educational system in Singapore may foreground the inequities the 
system has fostered and how these inequities include delivering differentiated 
messaging of citizenship to youth citizens in dominant and marginalised 
settings so that youth from disadvantaged backgrounds are generally confined 
to views about the nation which exhort them to work hard and keep a stable 
social order. A culture-centered framework would thus disrupt the official 
messagings by seeking out the views of the at-risk youth themselves on what 
being Singaporean may mean in their circumstances and contexts.  
Agency 
Agency refers to the capacity of a vulnerable public to negotiate with 
structures in their lifeworld and to create openings that disrupt the dominant 
discourse constituting the structures. In so doing, the individuals or collectives 
of a vulnerable group subvert the structures that marginalise them. In this 
research project, agency is enacted in the strategies deployed by a group of at-
risk youth for negotiating the structural and cultural constraints bearing on their 
lifeworld as located in a meritocratic yet economically stratified society.  
Interaction of culture, structure and agency 
Critical culture thinkers link the production and dissemination 
processes of meanings to the workings of power, and contest the 
representations and images generated by these power processes. The domains 
in which these cultural meanings are produced, transmitted and received are 
perceived as sites of struggle (Dutta, Ban & Pal, 2012; Kincheloe & McLaren, 
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2003). These sites of struggle include the everyday stream of meaning 
transactions taking place in ideological state apparatuses such as schools, the 
civil service and the military (Althusser, 1970). The welfare home for at-risk 
youth and their own personal homes are sites of struggle too. It is important to 
find out how dominant practices are being interpreted, shaped and resisted by a 
vulnerable public (Dutta, Ban & Pal, 2012) in the contexts in which they live. 
For in the voices of the vulnerable occurring in the intersections of structure, 
culture and agency lie the possibilities for change. The CCA researcher taps 
into the local contexts of culture to affect structure and expand the agency of a 
vulnerable public. 
Amidst the discursive field (Cameron & Panovic, 2014) populated by 
both the dominant discourse of economic exigencies and consensus and the 
struggles against the prevailing assumptions, arguments and practices, the CCA 
public relations researcher enters into conversation with a marginalised public 
to uncover the values and points of view which are significant to them as they 
co-construct what living in Singapore means for them. Particular attention is 
paid to the ways by which a vulnerable public negotiate dominant structures in 
their lifeworld. The concept of negotiating as discursive empowerment 
highlights the agency of a vulnerable public. By plugging itself into these 
discursive spaces of a subordinated public, public relations research is 
simultaneously creating spaces for developing that agency. This 
conceptualisation of a public, as Dutta et al. (2012) point out, differs from the 
functionalist conceptualisation of a public in Situational Theory (Grunig & 
Hunt, 1984), where the interest in a public stems from the need to predict and 
direct that public to the benefit of the organisation.  
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As a critical culture approach to public relations, CCA focuses on the 
meanings produced in marginalised settings because the voices of the members 
in these settings are often absent in mainstream discourse. CCA attends to 
these voices by “exploring the interactions between culture and structure that 
create conditions of marginality” (Duta, Ban & Pal, 2012, p. 4). In so doing, 
CCA disrupts commonsensical and taken-for-granted notions, including those 
found in government discourses on nation-building, and interrogates the ways 
public relations may have participated in producing and reproducing the ideas 
and the conditions of marginality that ensue. The ways of banal nationalism are 
often staged by public relations and sponsored by governments to maintain the 
status quo and sectional interests (Billig, 1995).  
CCA’s resistive stance provides instead an avenue for the critical 
culture public relations pracademic to co-construct with the seldom-heard 
voices of marginalised publics, their understandings of aspects of social life, 
and their solutions to the issues in their lifeworld. The CCA pracademic 
engages with marginalised public through dialogue rooted in culturally-situated 
meanings, while concurrently sited in the context of the broader politics of 
social change.  
I have used the CCA research methodology in three stages: 
(a) Deconstruction – where the CCA researcher investigates how some 
knowledge comes to be regarded as universal and serving the interests of 
all sections of society even as it serves to legitimise its producer’s 
privileged and hegemonic positions. The objective of deconstruction is to 
reveal the ways by which knowledge and practices are constructed and how 
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these constructions invite consensus from the target public and complicity 
from public relations practitioners. 
(b) Co-construction follows when the CCA researcher engages the vulnerable 
public in dialogue. The process opens up a discursive space in a 
marginalised setting. The alternative discourse may contradict, contest or 
conform to the dominant discourse. Whichever is the case, the co-
constructed discourse is the outcome of negotiations between the agency in 
the individual or collective members of the vulnerable community and their 
structural environment in the context of culture.  Bringing forth the voices 
of resistance (Dutta, 2012) is emancipatory and transformative: Members 
in the marginalised settings come to conceptualise the problems they face, 
develop solutions to those problematisations, and in the process, create 
possibilities to transcend existing structural constraints. The new meanings 
arising from the dialogue between the public and the CCA researcher 
disrupt the functionalists’ understanding of public relations where the 
starting point is the organisation and corporate logics. Applied to the 
examination of public relations for nation building, CCA engenders 
counterhegemonic discourse by working with dominated publics to invert 
the top-down logics of instrumental nation building and functionalist public 
relations. By working with youth-in-need on constructing the nation, CCA 
opens up a discursive space for them. The opportunity to co-construct the 
nation as such is enabling for this marginalised public as they forge a space 
with their perspectives and aspirations while demonstrating a capacity to 
negotiate the structures defining the parameters of the lives.  
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(c) Reconstruction is when the government is presented with the voices on the 
margins. The government’s engagement with the youth renders possibility 
for dialogue and change.  
In summary, the voices of the youth in this project or other 
disadvantaged public are at the heart of the culture-centered approach to public 
relations. These voices, constructed in dialogue with the researcher, express the 
group’s issues as well as solutions. The co-constructed meanings are sited in 
culture, which in itself is constituted from an interaction with the “realm of 
structures of marginalisation and oppression” (Dutta, 2011, p.262). In the 
culture-centered approach to public relations and nation building in Singapore, 
theorising from below and engaging a marginalised public through discursive 
agency thwart the mainstream portrayal of that public as homogenous and 
assenting to the dominant ideology of meritocracy and pragmatism. When 
marginalised publics refuse the dominant definition of identity, reality or the 
nation in this case, they disrupt with their discursive agency the naturalised 
logic of the government ideology, and initiate other possible meanings of 
nationhood. When the dominant logic is made unstable by the points of view 
from the margins, the commonsensical and universal appearance of a 
hegemonic ideology is made strange, even contestable. Change at the 
fundamental level is triggered this way. 
At this point, questions from postcolonial organisational 
communication scholars Broadfoot and Munshi (2014) lead me into a deeper 
understanding of my youth respondents: What are the primary concerns of 
agents? What do these concerns tell us about the “larger cultural and moral 
logics” underlying a moment of agency in a particular context (p. 3)?  
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Attempting to find answers to these questions helps me home in on the 
vulnerable public I am working with, and on what it is that matters to them, 
and also reveal the discursive and material constraints under which they 
operate. 
Nation building as an endeavour for forming a society that citizens 
aspire to have for themselves and their children lends an opportunity for CCA 
to be applied in a democracy promoting project. This opportunity cannot come 
timelier for Singapore as the city-state celebrates its 50th year of nationhood 
this year. As government leaders, economists, historians, civil society groups, 
the traditional and social media and individuals engage in fervent discourse on 
the priorities and choices Singapore needs to make for a better future and 
stronger nation, I take on the CCA concern for groups living on the margins 
and co-constructed with 25 youth residing in welfare homes their Singapore 
stories. Our conversations can provide the starting point for social change. In 
this way, the critical praxis in CCA is disruptive and constructive at the same 
time. 
PUBLIC RELATIONS IN NATION BUILDING 
Research on how more specifically, public relations can contribute to 
nation building runs parallel with the functional and critical approaches of 
public relations. It can be seen to fall under three categories: instrumental, 
relational and participatory. The early writings dwelt on how governments 
employed public relations to rally citizens and mobilized them to achieve 
national goals. Whether the context was Africa (Pratt, 1985), Malaysia (Adnan, 
1986; Taylor & Botan, 1997), the Philippines, Singapore or the rest of 
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Southeast Asia (Karim, 1989; Van Leuven, 1996), the writers suggested that 
public relations could be enlisted to convey the government’s messages and 
values for the country. In Singapore, for example, George Thomson (1974), 
public relations head for the colonial and post-Independence governments, 
delineated Lee Kuan Yew’s adroit use of mass communication: “(He got) two 
million Singapore thinking nationally … only through the full development of 
communications, between the top level and the basic level can this prime task 
be carried through” (p. 24). The overall impression is that, in the early years, 
nation building among developing nations was top-down, one-way 
communication, and public relations played an instrumental role in the 
enterprise.  
Toledano and McKie (2013) noted that other studies of instrumental 
public relations in government and citizens relationships such as those by the 
Israeli government tend to co-opt public relations to promote unity instead of 
pluralism (p. 21). Ledingham’s (2001) study of government-community 
relationships highlights the transactional behaviour between the government 
and citizens when public relations is utilised as a management function. A 
practitioner adhering to the Excellence theory is expected to focus on 
identifying the goals of the government. The practitioner then segments the 
various publics in the citizenry, ascertains their interests, and designs a 
campaign accordingly, making sure that the target outcomes in the campaign 
align with the organisational goals. However, the situation in real-life can get 
more complex. For instance, what happens when the government as 
organisation is authoritarian and the citizenry public actually relinquishes its 
interests and rights for immediate instrumental gains?  In this case, the public 
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relations manager will not be able to tell how authentic the responses from the 
public are or whether his/her campaign is actually reproducing an untenable 
ideology and regime.  
According to the instrumental perspective of public relations, nation 
building is a “concentrated government effort to achieve domestic and 
international goals” (Curtin & Gaither, 2007, p. 9). However, even as nation 
building is about governments striving for national unity and unequivocal 
support for a cause or effort proposed for the supposed good of the nation, 
Curtin and Gaither (2007) noted that the communication efforts diminish in 
value and effectiveness if base structures like food, utilities and fuel are not in 
place. In Singapore today, wide disparities in wealth as a result of five decades 
of neoliberal market economics are weakening citizens’ ability to make a living 
(Bhaskaran, Ho, Low, Tan, Vadaketh & Yeoh, 2012; Donaldson, Loh, 
Mudaliar, Wu & Yeoh, 2013) and eroding their trust in the government (Low 
& Vadaketh, 2014). The role of structure in communication should be explored 
in greater detail. 
The instrumental view of nation building finds resonance in 
communitarian public relations (Leeper, 1996) with its emphasis on civic 
responsibility to the country as a whole. In Singapore, communitarian 
messaging is most evident in National Education in schools and in the military. 
However, communitarian public relations does not explain discontinuities and 
ruptures to the dominant discourse. Critical public relations scholars (Hodges 
& McGrath, 2011) have argued that communitarianism fails to recognise 
diversity of thought and values and may even be a guise for the perpetuation of 
the interests and ideologies of the dominant group. For instance, 
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communitarian public relations does not critically appraise the government’s 
relationship with its youth citizens. This is because in confirming the 
government’s ideals of social cohesion and consensus, communitarian public 
relations merely states a normative situation and does not account for a 
public’s less-than enthusiastic response to its axiological doctrine. 
Research in public relations for nation building took a relational turn 
with Taylor and Kent’s (Taylor, 2000; Taylor & Kent, 2006) suggestion that 
communication indexes the state of a government’s relationship with its 
citizens through the ways communication creates, maintains and alters (p. 346) 
relationships. Taylor (2000), in fact, delineated a distinct role for public 
relations in nation building. Taylor and Kent (2006) recommended that 
governments operate on a more dynamic, horizontal communicative model and 
foster trust and citizen-involvement in their nation building efforts.  
In her study of government-funded informational campaigns in 
Malaysia, Taylor (2000) realised that in order to achieve national unity, 
particularly in emerging multi-racial democracies with fragile inter-ethnic 
relations, good relationships had to be first established among citizens 
themselves and then, between the citizenry and the government. She called for 
the governments in these societies to adopt two-way, symmetrical 
communication to foster such relationships. She drew on Grunig and Grunig’s 
(1992) recommendation that negotiation between individuals and between 
individuals and governments be a mode for symmetrical communication, and 
that negotiation amongst these social actors should be based on compromise, 
trust and mutual respect. What was essential to note was that the negotiations 
of relationships must be germane to the social and political contexts.  
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In the relational approach to nation building, relationships are 
negotiated in social contexts, which in turn affects the development of those 
relationships. Co-orientation, dialogue and a civil social system can create 
more conducive contexts for national cohesion. The idea is that fostering 
symmetrical relationships at the individual level among citizens themselves, 
will lead to symmetrical relationship between the government and citizens and 
ultimately result in national unity.  
This discussion of the relational role of public relations in nation 
building, however, has largely remained focussed on the setting of information 
campaigns. Questions arising from this setting include who sponsors these 
campaigns, and with that, who gets to set the ultimate agenda?  Toledano and 
McKie (2012) note that, “neither the enabling of diverse voices nor the 
promotion of dialogue is likely to feature prominently on the agendas of such 
governments” (p. 21).  
By the mid-2000s, researchers on public relations in nation building 
noted a shift from solely government-produced content to more citizenry 
involvement in nation building as these nations mature (Taylor & Kent, 2006). 
In this bottom-up approach to communication (Hodges & McGrath, 2011), 
public relations moves away from astatic discourse of homogeneity and 
support of the dominant producer to a more dynamic discourse of 
understanding (Surma & Daymon, 2009). The focus is on meaning-making 
processes, with public relations taking on the role of intermediary between the 
government and the grassroots citizenry (Hodges & McGrath, 2011). 
The shift to participatory communication in public relations for nation 
building research coincides with the postcolonial and subaltern approaches to 
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nation building (Munshi & Kurian, 2005) and community development (Dutta, 
Ban & Pal, 2012; Hodges & McGrath, 2011; Pal & Dutta, 2008). The public 
relations goal in these critical approaches is to engender fundamental 
transformation where structures either get replaced or modified. The strategy is 
to bring about social transformation by encouraging grassroots participation 
and cultivating community-initiated meanings so that even discussions about 
democracy get interrogated as a “rhetorical device for the perpetration of 
oppressions globally” (Dutta, Ban & Pal, 2012, p. 2; Dutta-Bergman, 2005a, 
2005b). Change begins when the members of a community, particularly 
disenfranchised members, come forth to voice their issues and concerns, and in 
the process, break up the utilitarian logic found in the top-down public 
relations approach to nation building. Accordingly, the present research project 
will assume the vantage point of theorising from below (Dutta et al., 2012) as it 
seeks out the perspectives of a group of at-risk youth on life in Singapore, and 
foregrounds the discursive ruptures these perspectives pose to the State 
metanarrative of the Singapore Story.  
A core issue in public relations theory is whether an engagement 
between actors is balanced. Behind the notion of symmetry is the issue of 
power in the relationship, with the party possessing greater access to resources 
being seen to also possess the motivation to keep those resources to itself and 
protect or augment its own interests. Implicit in the issue of power in a 
relationship is the notion of a just relationship. The dominant party would 
probably write the rules of engagement and adjudicate from a position of 
strength in negotiation. While this dominant party wishes for the status quo, the 
relatively disadvantaged actors may want or need a change in the relationship. 
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In the face of issues of access and ownership of resources – material, social 
relations, networks, informational being some of these – symmetry becomes a 
tendentious norm, cited by critical scholars to argue against the tenability of a 
functionalist approach to public relations.  
This review of theoretical approaches shows that while each approach 
to public relations yields descriptive, explanatory and normative potential, the 
critical approach is found to offer the most compelling argument for outlining a 
role for public relations in nation building in Singapore in terms of directing 
attention, organizing experience and enabling intervention. Adopting the 
critical culture approach helps me pursue my interest in examining hidden 
dominant agendas and vocalising seldom heard interests and viewpoints of a 
marginalised public. More specifically, I suggest that the culture-centered 
approach to public relations provides a framework for enabling change in the 
lives of a vulnerable public. 
SOCIO-POLITICAL ANALYSIS OF CONTEXT OF STUDY 
The CCA researcher interrogates the discourses of power groups in 
society. She problematises social arrangements and processes when she finds a 
discrepancy between a dominant discourse and actual lived experiences. Thus, 
she would seek to problematise into the government’s metanarrative about the 
Singapore Story. To help me gain a deeper understanding of Singapore’s story, 
I turned to the writings of scholars of Singapore’s political development. These 
scholars’ framings of the state variously as administrative (Chan, 1971, 1975; 
Chan & Evers, 1978), pragmatic (Chua, 1997; K.P. Tan, 2012) and 
meritocratic (K.P. Tan, 2012, 2013) over the years, portray a country that is run 
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on efficiency, elitism and a neoliberal logic by a technocratic government. 
These framings leave one to think of the citizens in Singapore as a 
depoliticised, compliant and materialistic public ruled by elitist governance and 
economic determinism.  
Some scholars have posited two distinct phases in Singapore’s State-
People relations (Ortmann, 2009): The first phase (1965 - 1980s) emphasizes 
economic development as the basis for nation building, and the second phase 
(1980s – present) appears to shift the emphasis to national identity and national 
education. The government gradually realised that State-citizen relations based 
on economic determinism alone cannot secure it a stable form of legitimacy 
(Ortmann, 2009). It was no coincidence then that national education was 
inaugurated in 1997, the same year Singapore got embroiled in the 1997 Asian 
economic crisis. In that year, Singaporeans, especially the young, were 
exhorted to remember how Singapore as a nation overcame all odds since the 
early years of self-government and independence and that its present success is 
fragile. Unless Singaporeans stay united as a country and, as it is implied, stand 
behind the government and the ruling party that led them, they might not 
continue to thrive as an independent and successful country. September 11, 
2001 and the discovery of a thwarted Jemaah Islamiyah (JI) plot in in the 
following year bolstered the need for stronger intercommunal bonding and 
national identity (Chin, 2010).  
This does not mean that the economic determinism so central in the 
early years of Independence has receded in importance. Some scholars argue 
that the preoccupation with economic development remains paramount, and 
indeed, continues to underlie the nation building endeavour (Chin, 2010; J. 
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Tan, 2010). Thus, if the economy were to falter, so would national identity and 
cohesion (J. Tan, 2010). My first corpus of texts, the national education 
speeches, were produced between 1997 and 2011. I shall treat this dataset as 
largely a manifestation of the second phase of Singapore’s socio-political 
development with its overt interest on national identity and national education. 
The second corpus is the primary dataset for this dissertation. It should be read 
against the background of the first dataset.  
The scholars on Singapore’s political and civic development have also 
explored Singapore’s State-people’s relations through the lens of ideology. 
Interpreted as ideology, the frames of pragmatism and meritocracy construct 
Singapore as a hegemonic one-party dominant state (K.P.Tan, 2012) where an 
elite government’s political monopoly and legitimacy hinged on delivering 
economic gains to citizens.  
The twin concepts of survival and pragmatism found in Singapore 
government discourse about nation building are couched in economic and 
instrumental terms (Chua, 1995; K.P. Tan, 2008). Policies are considered 
pragmatic and contributing to survival if they promote economic growth. The 
state reasoning goes that since material prosperity for the country requires first 
of all, stability in the social and political spheres, disciplinary measures are 
necessary to ensure stability, efficiency and consequently, economic success. 
This assumption did not seem to have been questioned in the early years of 
nation building (Chua, 1996). With time, state interventions became 
increasingly encrusted and prevalent in the everyday private lifeworld of 
individual citizens. Among these interventions Singapore sociologist, Chua 
Beng Huat (1995) listed as the most significant the “replacement of labour 
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unions with PAP backed corporatist unions, fashioning education to be human 
capital investment, planning the population in tandem with control of the 
labour force, bringing the media in line with the developmentalist orientation 
of the state” (p. 34). The interventions of the political economy interfered with 
private lives and liberties but were justified as pragmatic means to the end-goal 
of stability, survival, prosperity and even nation building. The question now 
arises as to whether a nation can be built if the relationship with the citizens 
hinges on money and economic performance. In Low and Vadaketh’s (2014) 
view, “rather than foster citizenship, commonality and identity, the 
relationships between state and citizens breeds a “what-the-state-owes-me” 
mentality” (Low & Vadaketh, 2014, p. 6). 
Public relations in Singapore has always been used to support the 
technocratic and capitalist developments of the government and business 
sectors (Van Leuven, 1996). In the years immediately following the Second 
World War, the colonial government had used public relations for the “mental 
rehabilitation of the people, i.e. to inculcate a sense of loyalty to British rule” 
(Nair, 1986, p. 1). The ultimate aim was to ensure that “we should put across 
with all possible power and persuasion the ideas for which we stand [as it is] of 
the first importance both for British interests and for the colonial interests of 
the people concerned” (Lord Lloyd, Parliamentary Under Secretary of State for 
the Colonial Office, cited in Nair, 1986, pp. 3-4). The PAP government 
continued to use public and press relations assiduously in the Independent 
years to govern and build the fledging nation even as they adopted initiatives to 
spur economic growth and meet the material needs of citizens. The material 
prosperity that followed, helped the PAP entrench its power and in turn, 
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accelerated the progress of industrialization. In brief, the government and 
corporations used public relations to advance their interests alongside 
addressing the demands of their publics, with the result that the practice and its 
number of practitioners grew in tandem with the government and the economy.  
 Except that, increasingly, the transactional relationship engendered 
from this instrumental mode of government and engagement has become 
untenable (Chan, 2014). “(But) increasingly, Singaporeans, young and old are 
looking for more from political leaders. They want to know that politicians too 
share their joys and sorrows, and indeed, even feel their pain … Compassion 
and communication are critical at this juncture in Singapore politics” (Chan, 
2014). 
It would be useful to find out the effects of the present political 
hegemony on a marginalised group such as at-risk youth as well as their own 
ideas of Singapore and their place in it. Their identification or non-
identification with the dominant ideology indexes their propensity to partake in 
nation building. Public relations for nation building can initiate the engagement 
and fulfil its role in opening space for communication and facilitating 
intersubjective understanding (Habermas, 1987). 
Governing in a hegemonic dominant-party state, however, is a job of 
constant persuasion and negotiation between government and citizens (Chua, 
1997; Hill & Lian, 1995; K.P. Tan, 2012, 2013). The consensus-contestation 
flux is exacerbated when the economy is outward facing and particularly 
vulnerable to global forces, such as financial crises, the Internet and social 
media (Ortmann, 2009).  This tension became palpable as early as the 1980s. 
During the eighties, the growing income inequality had resulted in a smaller 
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electoral win for the PAP in the 1991 General Election. Apparently, the 
government had not delivered a satisfactory economic performance and the 
people registered their dissatisfaction at the electoral box. Social stratification 
due to income disparities, and its ramification for national cohesion was 
becoming a cause of concern in the eighties (J. Tan, 2010).  
Civil society in Singapore provides a tableau for State-People relations 
to play out and underscores the argument that the relationship between the 
State and civil groups is neither static nor dichotomous (Chong, 2005). A 
dichotomous view of civil society in Singapore as either robust or weak does 
not sufficiently account for the “multicultural and increasingly globalised 
society” that Singapore is becoming (Chong, 2005, p. 296). Instead, we should 
adopt a view of civil society in Singapore as situated symbiotic engagements, 
contingent on “different locations of power and resources” (Chong, 2005, p. 
294) and the individuals that populate these sites. The fluctuating interactions 
between State, civil society groups and the private sector are dynamic 
interactions which “converge” or “disengage” depending on the constituencies 
involved, the political history of the civil society groups and the influence of 
global politics. This accounts for why civil societies in Singapore settle for 
modest targets (Chong, 2005) and enter into collaborations with the 
government. Their actions are strategic – collaborate, calibrate or risk being co-
opted or appropriated. The government-civil societies’ tenuous engagements 
and disengagements explain the inconsistent successes civil society groups 
have in Singapore. I suggest that the idiographic perspective in a critical 
culture approach accommodates this contingent and dynamic view of civil 
society in Singapore better than the nomothetic perspective of functionalist 
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theory. As a critical culture approach, the CCA perspective can go beyond 
examining the government’s co-optation of civil society and explore the 
“communicative practices in subaltern participation in … marginalised spaces” 
(Dutta-Bergman, 2005, p. 286).  
Yet, meritocracy as the ruling party’s principle of legitimacy has 
become an abstract social formation eluding examination. In 1996, the then 
prime minister Goh Chok Tong had said, “we cannot narrow the [income] gap 
by preventing those who can fly from flying … Nor can we teach everyone to 
fly because most simply do not have the aptitude or ability” (Goh, 1996, p. 3). 
Hence, when the government introduced into schools, ability-based streaming 
(C.Tan, 2008), the right of the brightest students to have access to elite 
educational tracks, programmes and special resources was accepted as 
equitable, even justifed. The dominant justification was that stratification 
through school was necessary in order not to hold back the talented who were 
eventually supposed to return the privilege with policies that would benefit the 
less advantaged (K.P. Tan, 2008). Different curricula, including those of 
citizenship education, were developed to cater to students in various streams. 
Indeed, earlier research had shown that slower-track students thought it was 
fair to place slower-track students into a simpler NE programme (Ho, Sim & 
Alviar-Martin, 2011). This suggested that these students did not view 
themselves as having the same capacity to be good citizens as youth enrolled in 
the express tracks (Ho, Sim & Alviar-Martin, 2011) or as being equally adept 
at building the nation. Streaming in the Singapore education system has 
become par for the course and the unquestioned premise from which 
discussions develop. In exploring structural inequities affecting the lifeworld of 
 91 
at-risk youth, this present research study will pose a similar question about the 
differentiated curricula in the local national education to some of these youth, 
with a view to interrogating a naturalized ideology and structure.  
The youth residing in welfare homes can be considered a marginalised 
public. Many of these youth come from families suffering from poverty, 
unemployment and domestic violence, and because of that have become 
victims of malnutrition, neglect, school attrition and crime. Their run-ins with 
the law or parents place them in disciplinary structures which relegate them 
further along the margins of society and into another lifeworld until they are 
deemed ready to return and be re-integrated into mainstream society.  
A highly stratified school system entrenches the marginalised position 
of the underachieving youth. An analysis of the discourse of youth-in-need 
about the nation should include the youth’s interaction with structures such as 
ability-driven education (C. Tan, 2008) and the disciplinary framework within 
which the welfare home operates. For while discourses about youth-in-need 
feature liberally in juridical and governing discourses, procedures, processes 
and apparatuses (Fraser, 1989), neither their own voices nor their perspectives 
about their experiences and about Singapore are often heard unmediated in the 
public domain. Indeed, their very presence might even be seen to “vandalize 
the image of safe, respectful, resilient, happy “Asian” Singaporeans carefully 
cultivated by the government” (Tan, K. P., 2008, p. 22).  
Vadrevu and Lim (2012) note that social media is an essential space for 
developing national identity and should be considered in the “multiple spheres 
of citizenship young people inhabit” (p. 25) today. However, unequal access to 
the Internet and differing levels of technological acquaintance (Cheong, 2008; 
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George, 2010) may also mean that disadvantaged publics face marginalisation 
in this realm too. My month-long encounters with my youth respondents, and a 
conversation with the director of programmes and a dormitory master of 
Courage House indicate that access to web or mobile communication 
affordances is prohibited (See Chapter 5 on the Five No-s). Also, outside the 
disciplinary environment, at-risk youth are less likely to participate in political 
contestation online than to use social media for delinquent activities (Lim, 
Chan, Vadrevu & Basynat, 2013).  
If they are heard in the public domain, it is often through a state-
controlled media, where their narratives are situated in the logics and ideology 
of the dominant discourse. Not having access to the means of getting heard 
through their own voices tout court, is a form of marginalisation. In her co-
constructions on what life in Singapore is like for them, the critical culture 
scholar needs to be vigilant of allowing the voices of vulnerable youth to 
emerge as their own. CCA is particularly well-suited to enable the emergence 
of marginalised voices because it lends itself to “constructing discursive spaces 
which interrogate the erasures in marginalised settings and offer opportunities 
for co-constructing the voices of those who have been traditionally silenced” 
(Dutta, 2008, p. 5).   
In reference to marginalisation as erasure, the CCA researcher 
questions how a discursive closure can make for developing democracy and a 
nation. In Singapore, efforts to rebuff discursive closures are found in the 
current interrogation of the official history of the nation (Wade, 2014). 
Increasingly, historians have come out with empirical evidence which queries 
the long-held official history of the nation (Hong, 2002, 2007; Hong & Huang, 
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2008; Thum, 2014; Wade, 2014). Most recently, Singaporeans staged a play 
about Operation Coldstore, the 1963 security crackdown in which the left-wing 
opposition party members were arrested, detained without trial. The staging of 
the play, Not a word of it, about the 1963 government crackdown on leftist 
activists at Tisch School of the Arts Asia adds to the emerging alternative 
discursive field interrogating the incarceration and silencing of journalists, 
trade unionists and university students in 1963. 
The ideological domination that is naturalized, manifests itself as 
common sense and becomes the worldview of an individual’s lifeworld. The 
individuals in the dominated groups may even actively, if unwittingly, fulfil the 
privileged agenda, while thinking they were actually accomplishing their own 
objectives. The unintended complicity reproduces the interest agenda of the 
dominant group such as a government, and forecloses any chance for 
discussion and consequently, the possibility for alternative thought and change.  
According to scholars, ideology is a belief system (Chua, 1997; K.P. 
Tan, 2012) built on norms, beliefs and values that are implicit and hidden. 
However, it is not that people cannot see through an ideology that oppresses. 
People do see. This is evident in growing online rants and at general elections, 
the most recent of which were held in May 2011. But there must be other ways 
for people to show their insight and resistance than merely through Internet 
personas and at the electoral box. I suggest that CCA with its motivation for 
participatory research offers another avenue for people to speak their minds. 
The CCA researcher uses her own mind for verstehen and gaining insight into 
the lifeworld of disadvantaged publics, and her skills as facilitator and 
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translator of meanings to forge a space for these voices to emerge. She enters 
into solidarity with members to engender the counterhegemonic discourse.  
In Singapore, an example of this relationship building and 
consciousness-raising endeavour occured in 2006 when a local theatre group 
organized a detention-healing-writing public forum in which former leftists 
who had opposed the ruling PAP government in the early 1960s spoke about 
their experiences of being detained without trial (Loh, 2010c). Those events 
took place about 50 years ago. Since then, two generations of Singaporeans 
have grown up knowing little about those who lost the political struggle in 
Singapore in the 1950s and 1960s. Many of the former detainees were held in 
prison for many years and most chose to remain silent after their release. More 
than 200 audience-members packed into the recital studio of the nation’s 
largest arts venue to attend the forum. 
As it turned out, the government, through its representation from the 
Ministry of Home Affairs, rejected the views of those former political 
detainees. It insisted that the speakers were not legitimized opposition 
politicians engaged in the democratic process but belonged to a communist 
movement “which sought to create civil disorder and destabilize the country” 
(Loh, 2010c, p. 305). The audience, on the other hand, thought the forum 
provided an important launching pad for reconciling the embittered conflict 
which had divided postwar Singapore politics, and for expanding the public 
sphere for political discussion in the present day (Liew, 2006).  
The Detention-Writing-Healing Forum of 2006 illustrates critical 
theory’s conceptualisation of how praxis, manifest as “knowledge as action” 
can enable active thought that continually challenges the status quo (Dant, 
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2003). To some critical theorists, thinking differently about a social 
phenomenon signals the starting point for making changes to the way society is 
lived (Dant, 2003; Dutta, 2012). This forum of catharsis came about after a 
History and Social Studies teacher mooted the idea. I suggest that critical 
culture public relations pracademics can also have marshall their expertise in 
deploying communication channels and in organizing events, and invite 
various groups to come forward to share their stories. Critical culture public 
relations seeking to find out what the nation means to a group of troubled 
youth can start by unravelling the modes of ideology tacit in the dominant 
discourse to trigger thinking about the validity of the privileging of interests in 
the dominant discourse. In so doing, critical culture public relations reactivates 
taken-for-granted knowledge into possibility for alternative thought and action.  
Public relations has an important role in this complex and dynamic 
socio-political landscape: It can keep the space for negotiating open so that the 
people on the margins have a share in the negotiatings and their voices do not 
get erased by dominant interests. Local film-maker Tan Pin Pin’s banned 
documentary and the Detection-Writing-Healing forum and the responses 
(Blackburn, 2007; The Online Citizen, 2014) they provoked exemplify the 
potential of subaltern voices to defy a government that is intolerant of other 
voices and seeks to nullify or exile these voices as it fights to keep its 
hegemony. The Our Singapore Conversations can be read as another endeavour 
of the government to exert its hegemony in discourse as the frames in the 
discourse continue to be those of the government’s (Low, 2012). These 
incidents bolster the need for listening to voices on the margins. 
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The public relations researcher first has to make sure she does not get 
co-opted by the government and its elitist leanings. In this way, it is not as 
important for public relations to secure a seat in the dominant coalition as it is 
for its pracademics to recognise its potential for making change in politicised 
communication.  
Thus, public relations takes a political turn and participates in resistance 
(against elitism, for instance). In this thesis, I have chosen to make more 
evident the ideology immanent in nation building speeches targeted at youth. 
Personally, I am curious to unravel the constructs within government discourse 
with an established analytical tool from cognitive linguistics. Against this 
background, I have attempted to listen to the voices of some at-risk youth. 
Together, we have co-constructed a Singapore that shows how hegemonic 
discourse are embraced or contested by some disadvantaged young citizens.  
Incorporating Foucauldian Conceptualisation of Power into the 
Sociopolitical Analysis 
The philosopher and historian of culture, Michel Foucault’s (1980) 
conceptualisation of power thickens the socio-political analysis of the context 
of study. His notion of power involves socio-material reality – revolving 
around institutions, procedures, apparatuses as well as the practices and 
relations at the grassroots. For Foucault, power is 
• Relational as opposed to a fixed possession (belonging to a sovereign, for 
instance);  
• Productive in addition to being repressive and prohibitive, as evidenced in 
mechanisms, procedures and knowledge that produce reality and 
knowledge and sustain norms. That is, power produces opinions known to 
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members of a social body as truths; it regulates member behaviour which in 
turn, reinforces norms  
• Omnipresent even unto the most infinitesimal level of social relations, 
circulating upwards and throughout the social body 
• Opposable in that power can be resisted even at micro levels of social 
relations  
Given the above conceptualisation of power, Foucault is interested in how 
power operates through mechanisms which activate and reactivate behaviour 
and norms, as well as the effects of power on people. This view of power is 
useful for explicating public relations practice. Public relations as a persuasive 
endeavour exercises power much of the time since we, as boundary spanners, 
influence relationships and interests at all levels by working on norms, 
opinions, truths and institutions on behalf of principals including governments. 
Our practice makes impact on stakeholders and reverberates to the rest of 
society through a web of relations and techniques. Power ascends and disperses 
as such from the micrological level. In Foucauldian terms, the operations of 
public relations implicate a manoeuvring of power distributed through 
capillaries of relations and discourse. Public relations practitioners and 
researchers can take a leaf from this idea that power lies not just in the 
dominant coalition sitting in the boardroom but also in marginalised publics. 
The negotiatings with authorities and the disciplinary life that characterise the 
everyday struggles of a troubled public are empowering for that public and real 
change can start from the everyday from ground up. 
I am interested in how Foucault’s theorisation can serve as critique. 
Foucault said that, “People know what they do; they frequently know why they 
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do what they do; but what they don’t know is what what they do does" (Dreyfus 
& Rabinow, 1983, p.187). It is essential for critical culture public relations 
researchers to complete their investigations by finding out the effects of 
dominant forces on the day-to-day living of individuals in their actual contexts. 
Starting the analysis of power at the micrological level allows researchers and 
practitioners to understand power from its effects. To do that, the Foucault-
inspired researcher searches out the subjugated and disqualified knowledges of 
a marginalised public and discovers how these neglected knowledges and the 
discourse and practices that embody them, disrupt or challenge norms and truth 
even in subtle ways and amid apparent conformity.  
The Detention-Writing-Healing Forum described above illustrates the 
cutting force of subjugated voices. The disqualified, illicit knowledges of 
former detainees negate the State metanarrative of the nation’s history, and cut 
it, as it were, rendering the dominant knowledge less hegemonic. The ban of 
award-winning filmmaker, Tan Pin Pin’s 2013 documentary, To Singapore 
With Love, on the stories of political exiles stirred interest in the history of the 
nation. These voices from the margins undermined the established discursive 
formation (Foucault, 1972) on how the nation came about and should be 
governed. By positing an alternative discourse, the stories from underground 
revealed suppressed interests that got concerned citizens questioning the 
representation of interests in the dominant discourse. The growing calls for 
transparency from critics and supporters alike (Loh, 2014) against the 
government’s repudiation of the alternative accounts as threatening “national 
security” (Ibrahim, 2014; Koh, 2014) point to the potency of alternative 
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accounts in raising critical awareness and in critiquing structures and 
discursive formation. 
In this research project, I draw on this notion of critique and seek out 
the neglected knowledges of a group of troubled youth on what life is like for 
them as they negotiate the rules and procedures bounding the contours of the 
life they are expected to live. By Foucault’s theorisation, these youth would be 
able to carve out their own subjectivity. The critical culture researcher looks at 
the ways these youth actually live their lives. In inviting some of these youth to 
speak about their lifeworld, I would be able to gain insight into other 
rationalities (besides the dominant logic and categorisations) and other 
constructions of who these youth are or want to become. These constructions 
of their own subjectivity serve as resistance that interrogates the subjectivities 
formed from disciplining technologies. By Foucault’s theorising, politics can 
happen in everyday life and change happens from both continuities and 
discontinuities. 
By perceiving power as a strategy, Foucault draws our attention to the 
technologies of power, of which the technology of discipline features 
prominently. His emphasis on discipline as a mode of power is particularly 
germane to the object of this research: a group of youth from troubled family 
backgrounds, despatched by the juvenile court to a voluntary welfare home. 
The welfare homes’ organisation, regulation and monitoring of space, time and 
activities wherein their clients move and live provide a view of what it is to be 
disciplined and to live in a disciplinary system. The scheduling and the 
programming that go on in the welfare home for at-risk youth, the daily 
monitoring of behaviour in order to qualify for home leave in the weekend, the 
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loss of the privilege of being with one’s own family over the weekend if one 
has not behaved well during the week, the detentions and the curfews – are 
instances of what it is to discipline and to punish. One notices power at work 
by observing the social practices actually carried out in everyday life. I am 
interested in how power produces identities. From the juridical, government 
and parental points of view, some of these youth have fallen into risk and have 
now to be trained and integrated into the rest of society. Troubled youth can be 
categorised to be at-risk, in-risk or high-risk depending on the State’s risk 
management system.  
I examine, on one hand, the different effects of disciplinary 
technologies such as surveillance, normalisation and examination on youth. 
These youth are recognised, monitored, interrogated and known by court 
procedures, categorisations, time-tables, curfews and case reports. I also seek 
to find out how, on the other hand, these youth recognise themselves within the 
daily enforcement of the disciplinary forms. I suggest that the same moments 
of disciplinary practices involve negotiating and serve as points for resistance.  
This research project therefore involves peering into micrological 
processes and narratives and ascertaining how the practices and discourse on 
the ground constitute, and are constituted by macro structures through the 
agency of these youth. 
A Discursive View of Society in a Critical Culture Approach  
to Public Relations 
Discourse or language as a social practice is core to a critical culture 
perspective of public relations. In this view, public relations writers, in 
particular, are even seen to be discourse technologists (Fairclough,1992; 
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Holtzhausen, 2011; Motion & Leitch, 2005) charged with developing and 
shaping discourse and points of view for their organisations and power groups 
and consequently, influencing the perceptions and ‘realities’ publics have of 
these organisations. According to Motion and Weaver (2005), discourse is a 
political resource public relations practitioners employ to shape public opinion 
and “achieve political, economic and sociocultural transformation” (Motion & 
Weaver, 2005, p. 52). From this perspective, discourse gives meaning to social 
reality, constituting the practices, knowledges, ideologies, beliefs and values 
along with institutional, economic and political structures (Surma & Daymon, 
2009).  Discourse becomes the means through which people come to view and 
value the world about them, and their place in it (Surma & Daymon, 2009). In 
its diverse ways of representing the world, discourse positions social actors 
(including a government and its citizens) variously, and organizes and mediates 
their relationships with one another.  
The Excellence theory does not equip the practitioner and researcher to 
examine the discourse in-depth given that it fails to acknowledge that studying 
a discourse can reveal the ontology of an organization-public relationship. A 
critical culture approach to public relations in contrast, encompasses a 
dialectical conceptualization of discourse (Edwards, 2009; Edwards & Hodges, 
2011; McKie & Munshi, 2007; Motion &Weaver, 2005). This pertains to 
public relations as a “discursive force … shaping social and cultural values and 
beliefs in order to legitimise certain interests over others,” (Edwards & 
Hodges, 2011, p. 3).  
Critical culture public relations scholars look with suspicion at culture 
producers, particularly those with resources, such as capitalist or government-
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backed media. They believe that the target audience of such mediated 
messages can eschew the messages and search for alternative meanings. Their 
political orientation disposes them to view discourse as a modality of power on 
the one hand, and of therapy, on the other. This dialectical view of power as 
dynamic processes operating in positionings of dominance and resistance is 
different from the concept of power-over or power based on superior strength 
in numbers that Excellence proponents hold. 
This study is influenced by a Foucauldian take on language and its 
situated social practice of discourse. As defined at the start of this thesis, 
discourse refers to the “capacity of meaning-making resources to constitute 
social reality, forms of knowledge identity within specific social contexts and 
power relations” (Hall, 1997, p. 220). Adopting a Foucauldian gaze on 
hegemonic discourse can then make apparent the conditions precipitating the 
dominant ideology. For Foucault, discourse is a way not just of representing 
the world, but also a means to signify it, constituting and constructing the 
world in meaning (Fairclough, 1992b, p. 64). Discourse forms identities and 
creates objects of knowledge. When seen as a social practice, discourse 
encompasses symbolic systems, language, institutional structure, social rules 
and practices. These semiotic aspects of social practices amalgamate into social 
relations.  
It is in and through discourse that power moves throughout the social 
body (Fraser, 1989). A discourse is a social formation of knowledge bounded 
by what can or cannot be said, written or even thought about an object or 
practice within a specific historical period. Yet because discourse is bounded 
by historical limits, it is also contingent. Truth then is “a function of what can 
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be said, written or thought” (McHoul & Grace, 1995, p.33). Each society has 
its own regime of truth and rules on what is considered true or false for that 
place in time (Foucault, 1975). In this thesis, truth is manifest in what 
Nietzsche (1873 / 1980, p.880) has described as “a mobile army of metaphors”. 
I examine the truths in Singapore society as constructed by the ruling PAP 
government in the metaphors of its nation building speeches for youth. I seek 
to find out the cognitive and pragmatic associations these metaphors create, 
and explore what it is like to be living in the truth regime that these 
associations and their metaphors conjure for a group of vulnerable youth. 
Public relations practitioners should realise the contingency of the truths they 
promulgate, and that the messages they send out get disseminated is the 
outcome of how prevailing processes, procedures and apparatuses allow a 
particular discourse to occur and be deemed true (Foucault, 1980; Fraser, 
1989). Equally important, public relations practitioners and researchers should 
know the material effects of a discursive regime on their publics. 
Once we realise that truths are contingent and defined by the 
establishment, we should identify the conditions of their possibility and 
orientate ourselves to other possibilities that could have happened but have not 
be permitted to develop. Critical culture communication intermediaries can 
foster the growth of other possibilities, provoked by the voices of a 
marginalised public. In this way, a Foucaudian conceptualisation of power-
knowledge through discourse sharpens the communication intermediary’s 
critical sensibility and approach to building relations. Critical culture 
pracademics co-constructing with a marginalised public on what constitutes the 
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nation will realise that there are other ways of discoursing and living the 
nation. 
Research Questions 
This research project seeks to find out what the dominant discourse 
about nation building is in Singapore, what is absent from it and how critical 
culture public relations can meaningfully engage with the absences (Dutta, Ban 
& Pal, 2012). For this purpose, I first examine the ideological constructs in the 
dominant discourse. Subsequently, I turn to a group of troubled youth in the 
formative years of 14 to 19 years old living in welfare homes and invite them 
to share about their perceptions of living in a welfare home, in Singapore and 
at home. The youth also shared about the challenges they face in their day-to-
day life and their dreams for the future.  
The culture-centred approach (CCA) provides a theoretical framework 
that aligns with both critical-culture perspectives and Foucauldian notions of 
power, knowledge and discourse. This approach will inform the methods for 
collecting and generating data as well as the approach for handling and 
analyzing the data. Critical discourse analysis (CDA) is posited as the 
methodology for the critical inquiry since CDA is itself a synthesis of critical 
perspectives with particular concern for power in relationships. 
In synthesizing the perspectives in its theoretical underpinnings, critical 
discourse analysis is posited to be a methodology for the critical inquiry.  
The critical-culture research agenda opens up the following questions:  
1. How is the nation being constructed in the national education speeches 
given by government leaders?  What do these meanings tell us about the 
producers of the discourse? 
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2. What is the discourse about life in Singapore among some troubled youth? 
What are their challenges and their aspirations? 
3. How do their perceptions and practices interact with the dominant 
meanings? 
4. What do the discourses and their interactions with one another mean for 
public relations in nation building? 
I suggest that the responses generated from this research project provide an 
opportunity for public relations to contribute to the promotion of democracy in 
nation building. 
Critical Culture Theorisation in this Study 
In this chapter, I have sought to enrich understanding of the societal 
context of this study with critical concepts, and proposed the Culture-Centered 
Approach as my main theoretical framework. I claim that the conceptual 
congruence between different perspectives strengthens the overall theoretical 
framework of the thesis: the previously outlined Foucauldian conception of 
knowledge and power as regimes of truth taking off from the first generation 
critical perspectives about searching out “the contradictions between society’s 
performance and legitimating ideologies” (Held, 1980, p.186). Where critical 
theory triggers thought about dominant parties preserving the status quo 
through ideology and hegemony, Foucault’s ideas of power as historically 
determined, fraught with disjunctures and fragmentary across multiple sites 
starting from ground up, extend the emancipatory project with a productive 
conceptualization of power not just of domination but with the possibility for 
resistance. CCA fleshes out the theorisation with the centralisation of 
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disadvantaged voices in interaction between structure and the cultural members 
of a marginalised setting. 
Set in a critical culture framework, public relations leaves a narrowly 
defined function as part of management to take on a dialectical positioning that 
allows it to move in a flow of socio-cultural transactions simultaneously 
situated in the day-to-day life of a disenfranchised public as well as the 
structures and practices that dominate that lifeworld. Public relations now 
functions as an intermediary coordinator (Edwards & Hodges, 2011), 
hopefully, facilitating positive changes and fulfilling critical theory’s goal for 
emancipation.  
Public relations research and practice if perceived as a social practice 
and a locus of meaning exchanges that enables critique and possibility for 
change can fulfil the functions of a critical theory and be a force for change. As 
a force for change, critical public relations, then, is not so much about 
negotiating for a win-win solution, as it is about disrupting the dominant 
discourse. It is not so much about coming up with the best argument, idea or 
set-up, as it is about thinking differently, exposing and fostering even the 
fissures in dominant rationality and discourse, interrogating these disparities, 
and making known other possibilities. Applied to a nation building project, a 
critical commitment to a group of disenfranchised youth in the citizenry may 
be the place to start. 
The critical tradition underlines the importance of historical socio-
cultural factors in the researcher and practitioner’s analytical and emancipatory 
efforts. The value of positing public relations as a locus of meaning exchanges 
in varying contexts, trans -organisations, groups and individuals, becomes 
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apparent when the praxis emphasizes participatory voices co-created with the 
researcher. The interest is in the micro-logical, in addition to the macro 
constraints and the forces of relations circulating the two levels. The reader’s 
attention is drawn to the subjugated and disqualified knowledges found at the 
micro-logical. In this thesis, I shall adopt a dialectical perspective integrating 
macro and micro factors, articulating a unifying discourse of nation building 
with discontinuous content from the ground. The idea is that co-constructing a 
better reality or society can begin with listening to the stories co-created by the 
public, the researcher and their readers. Connecting these articulations from the 
ground with economic, political and social structures serves to disrupt the 
status quo and to make for social change. Public relations as communication 
intermediary can facilitate this change.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS 
This chapter presents the research design and implementation of this 
project. The discussions and argument for a critical culture theorisation of 
nation building and the role public relations can play in the endeavour in the 
preceding chapter inform the methods for gathering the data needed for 
analysis and interpretation. Critical Metaphor Analysis (CMA), a method from 
Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), and Grounded Theory will be employed in 
the gathering and analysis of respectively, macro- and micro-levels of data on 
nation building in Singapore. In the following discussion, I explain each of the 
two methods, its theoretical impetus and how it helps me attain my research 
aims. I also discuss what the data consists of; why I have obtained the data 
from my chosen sources; how I have gathered the data and the steps required 
for its analysis.  
The research aims and theorisation of discourses about the nation entail 
ideology critique and co-creation of other points of view. Critical Discourse 
Analysis in general, and Critical Metaphor Analysis in particular, provide 
tenable tools for critiquing the government’s values and impetus for nation 
building. The grounded theory analysis of my co-constructions of life in 
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Singapore with 25 at-risk youth I met reveals some of the concerns, aspirations 
and practices of a small group of marginalised publics in Singapore as well as 
their capacity to resist and thrive amidst the State ideology, policies and the 
structures that operate over them.  
CRITIQUING HEGEMONIC DISCOURSE:  
CRITICAL DISCOURSE ANALYSIS 
The intent to critique hegemonic discourse oriented me to a discursive 
approach to understanding social relations and actions and led me to employ 
CDA as the method for my first stream of investigation. CDA is an 
interdisciplinary form of social science research designed for studying the 
ideologically biased discourses of dominant groups, and the ways these 
discourses strengthen the interests of their producers (van Dijk, 2001). 
Accordingly, CDA proponents regard discourse as constituting, and being 
constituted in, the ideologies, institutions, practices and relations in a social 
body, with material effects (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999; Wodak & Meyer, 
2009). In the first part of this research study, I use a method in CDA to analyse 
government speeches about citizenship education in Singapore in order to 
obtain an in-depth understanding of the hegemony and ideology embodied in 
the government discourse on nation building. 
CDA practitioners start their analysis by looking at the socio-political 
dimensions of discourse to study how ideologies are disseminated, the ways by 
which ideologies reinforce a politics of difference (Cameron & Panovic, 2014; 
van Dijk, 2001; Wodak, 2008), and how this politics is dispersed in ways that 
produce and reproduce “practices, meanings, values and identities” 
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(Fairclough, p.1995, p. 219). The effect of proliferating ideologies and 
inequities CDA practitioners would argue is a mystification of a community’s 
understanding of its circumstances. CDA’s disclosure of the kind of ideas, 
beliefs and values shaping a discursive formation is a form of critique and the 
first step in praxis, toward alternative thought and eventually, the possibility of 
another way of talking about and acting.  
This critique needs to be justified (Charteris-Black, 2014). The critical 
discourse analyst needs to show that a particular way of using language is not 
the best way for all publics and that there is a more tenable way of discoursing 
about the social relations in a domain. “(E)ven then a case still needs to be 
argued as to the perspective from which this alternative is deemed preferable” 
(p.85). In the next chapter, Chapter 4, I shall attempt to show why the 
dominant discourse about nation building in Singapore is no longer viable by 
linking it to current socio-political and economic arguments against the extant 
ideology inherent in this discourse and suggestions for alternative priorities and 
principles of governance (Low & Vadaketh, 2014). In Chapter 5, I shall show 
that the discourses from a group of vulnerable youth might provide directions 
to alternative perspectives.  
As a theory of language, CDA treats the linguistic and visual options in 
texts as the means of power discursive actors deploy to “represent the world to 
us and to orient us towards others in this world” (Chouliaraki, 2008, p. 25). To 
explicate the forces of domination inherent in discourses and social relations, 
CDA analysts deploy a range of linguistic categories such as social actor 
analysis, lexis, transitivity, modality, textual coherence and cohesion and 
argumentative strategies, (Mautner, 2008; Meyer, 2001, Wodak, 2001) along 
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with concepts such as intertextuality and recontextualization of discourses to 
decipher verbal and nonverbal modalities such as photographs, graphs, page 
layout, fonts and style. In this thesis, CDA is used to connect theory to data, 
and to address the first research aim of uncovering the meanings in the 
Singapore government’s discourse on nation building.  
In sum, I adopted CDA as a method for these reasons: Firstly, its 
central concern with power, as manifest in its theory of language, aligns with 
critical theory’s principal problematization of power relations in society. The 
CDA premise that language indexes power, expresses it, challenges it, subverts 
it, and alters its distributions (Wodak, 2001) is also congruous with the 
Foucauldian view of discourse adopted in this dissertation, as constituting 
power relations. Secondly, the historical view of discourse in CDA in situating 
discourse in a context comprising social-psychological, political and 
ideological strands resonates with the critical and Foucauldian considerations 
for the historical. Thus, in CDA, texts are discussed vis-à-vis culture, society 
and ideology. Finally, the CDA notion of discourse as being interconnected 
with context, shaping and being shaped by non-discursive social practices and 
structures, also assumes a dialectical conceptualization (Chouliaraki & 
Fairclough, 1999) that is in keeping with the theoretical stance of the thesis.  
As a set of research and analytical procedures, CDA is thus cogently 
linked to the theoretical perspective and assumptions of this study. And by 
employing resources from critical discourse analysis, public relations as a locus 
of meaning transactions in a flux of exchanges, is uniquely positioned to take 
on the project of interpretation and transformation. 
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I shall analyse the dominant discourse of the government about nation 
building with Critical Metaphor Analysis (CMA). Before I describe what CMA 
is and its usefulness for my purpose, I will explain what my data is about, why 
I have selected it from the sources I did and how I have organised the data for 
interpretation. 
THE DATASET 
The samples for analysis in this research are the written texts of official 
speeches on national education. These texts allow me to trace the development 
of national education in Singapore from the time it was mooted in 1996 to 
2011, the year when the period for data-collection for the first phase of my 
two-part investigation came to a conclusion. All 58 speeches listed in the 
official repository of “key speeches” on national education at www.ne.edu.sg 
were downloaded and analysed for their conceptual metaphors. The speeches 
are the official discourse that reverberates in the classroom, in mainstream 
media, at National Museum exhibits, National Day Parades, Rallies and Songs. 
They serve as a foil against which the responses of at-risk youth are to be read. 
The function of the first dataset is to be curtain-raiser as it were, for the second 
dataset which is the main object of the study. Juxtaposing two discourses 
underscore the need to hear out the selected group of vulnerable public.  
Discourse Types in the Dataset 
A CDA framework enables the researcher and practitioner to 
systematically link properties and interactions immanent in texts and 
discourses with the social and cultural contexts in which the discourses and 
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social practices are located (Fairclough, 1999). Underlying the analysis is the 
assumption that texts not only provide the evidence for grounding claims about 
social phenomena (Fairclough, 1992b; Thompson, 1990), they also are an 
important political resource (Fairclough, 1992b). Texts are seen as vehicles for 
legitimizing meanings and domination, and the technology for exercising 
social control and mobilizing social action. Both privileged and 
underprivileged members of society persuade, enforce, negotiate and resist 
with texts. To study texts would then be to study “the ways in which meaning 
serves to sustain relations of domination” (Thompson, 1990, p. 4), and should 
be a part of any systematic endeavour to discern what and how power does.  
A linguistic category in CDA is the genre, defined as a 
“conventionalized, more or less schematically fixed use of language associated 
with a particular activity” (Fairclough, 1995, p.14). The press release, for 
instance, is a genre used by public relations practitioners to interact with 
journalists in their media publicity apparatus such as a press conference; and a 
speech precipitates discourses and practices in parliamentary debates and event 
launches. As a linguistic construct, and a potential source of symbolic 
domination, a genre can structure the way a community sees and responds to 
its natural and social world (Bourdieu, 1987). 
The genre in this study is the politician’s speech. Known in classical 
rhetoric as the genus deliberativum, it is essentially a speech, oriented towards 
the future, and delivered to persuade a general audience to accept matters 
arising from a public policy (Aristotle, 1952). The speaker gives advice using 
stories and examples. In addition to literary metaphors, conceptual metaphors 
can be detected as well in the assumptions underlying the speech. The speech 
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is structured to steer the audience through an argument to reach a desired 
conclusion, in this case that of a political party’s ideology in citizenship 
education. The speeches about citizenship education in school are of this 
deliberative genre. 
Stories, in the form of anecdotes, testimonies and success narratives, 
are another genre frequently intertextualized into the national education 
speeches. Witten (1993) argued in her research on narratives as a means of 
corporate control, that stories are peculiarly efficacious in securing obedience 
in the workplace because of the linguistic and discursive conventions 
immanent in the genre. With stories, knowledge is conveyed as presumptions, 
those tacit premises for processing the content of a text. Furthermore, unlike 
conversations, there is no turn-taking in story-telling. This leaves little room 
for verifying the truth of the story, which claims to represent the objective 
reality. However, the critical public relations writer and researcher is sceptical 
of all assertions of Truth, such as those made the following extract of a 
televised speech by the then deputy prime minister at the launch of national 
education in 1997: 
The Singapore Story is based on historical facts. We are not talking about an idealised 
legendary account or a founding myth, but of an accurate understanding of what 
happened in the past, and what this history means for us today. It is objective history, 
seen from a Singaporean standpoint. (Lee, H. L. 1997) 
As introduced in the first chapter, the Singapore Story is the shorthand 
for the history of Singapore from the Japanese Occupation through 
Independence in 1965 to the present. This historical narrative is the most 
pervasive narrative in the government’s nation building efforts. As a 
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metanarrative, it lends “reality the odor of the ideal” (White, 1980, p. 24) and 
provides a closure with a moral meaning. The moral meaning implicit in the 
Singapore Story lies in the collectivist values the government exhorts, the most 
important of which, as the analysis of 58 speeches on national education 
indicates, are racial harmony, national cohesion driven by the government, and 
by extension, a deep loyalty to the state. This moral meaning becomes an 
imperative as the story-tellers, among them are textbook writers, the Ministry 
of Education and political leaders, invariably link the Singapore Story to the 
survival and future of the nation with each recount.  
The very same moral imperative also legitimises the government that 
produces the discourse (Thompson, L., 1985) and contrary to what the deputy 
prime minister asserted in the speech quoted above, gives the Singapore Story 
its status as a political myth. A political myth is a narrative that contains truths 
which serve to legitimise a regime through dramatisation, communication and 
socialisation of values (Egerton, 1983). Through Social Studies lessons, 
heritage trails, story-telling sessions, contests and government speeches, 
Singaporean schoolchildren get instructed about the struggles of the people of 
Singapore, and the political party leading them in overcoming communism and 
communalism during colonial and post-colonial times. In the course of time, 
Singapore youth may come to believe in the veracity of the official history of 
Singapore and embrace the values contained in it. In other words, myths and 
the conceptual units that build them, namely metaphors, are vehicles for 
ideology (Charteris-Black, 2005, Edelman, 1975; Flood, 1996). In Chapter 4, I 
use CMA to probe into the political myth of the Singapore Story that has been 
weaved into the PAP nation building discourse.  
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The content of a story then is not just information and “accurate” facts. 
Telling a story is disseminating culture, ideological mores included. Its 
narrative structure and “moralizing impulse” (White, 1980, p. 26) lend the 
teller authority and pull the listener into its realm, rendering it to continuous 
repetition and reproduction of the ideology inherent in it. In sum, the generic 
structure of a story not only constrains the responses listeners can make, they 
also draw in the listeners’ emotional involvement, minimising the chances for 
interrogation. Public relations writers develop and sell stories all the time. They 
should be alert to the genre as a covert means for co-optation.  
From a critical discourse point of view, the Singapore Story and the 
anecdotes the speakers highlight in their speeches are ways to construct 
legitimacy and mobilize listeners. The predominant legitimation strategy in the 
corpus in this research is mythopoesis or legitimation through stories (Van 
Leeuwen, 2007), with the Singapore Story providing the overarching narrative 
or metanarrative running through all other stories or anecdotes cited in the 
speeches. In a contrary take to Lyotard’s (1988) search for petit recits (little 
narratives) to upend the metanarrative held by the dominant group, the stories 
and voices which the national education speakers have plucked from the 
ground, actually serve to thicken up the plot and its moralization, so that the 
Singapore Story gets increasingly reified and its ideology repeatedly 
reproduced with each story as a proof point. The excerpts below from the 
national education speeches of current and recent past Ministers for Education 
illustrate the occurrence: 
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• De La Salle and Fairfield Methodist School (Primary) have interesting 
programmes to map the profiles of students and to tailor appropriate 
programmes. 
• North View Primary School started a programme for students to experience 
the daily challenges of disabled persons, to help them develop empathy and 
to encourage them to take action to assist the disabled. 
• Si Ling Secondary School has an Outdoor Education Curriculum where 
students build confidence and self discipline through team building activities, 
high rope elements, rock climbing and abseiling. 
• Pasir Ris Primary has a Values Inculcation programme, as well as a Sing 
Singapore event to help students appreciate the Singapore Story. 
• Bendemeer Secondary has a series of programmes with a goal of eventually 
having each student take the lead in NE, while Kranji Secondary works 
closely with other government agencies on environmental protection. 
• Cedar Girls’ Home-School Link, Anglican High’s Partners Day, and 
Tampines Primary’s School Family Education and Alumni@TPS are all 
examples of partnership with parents, and grassroots organisations. 
 (Heng, 2011) 
Through the use of new media tools, we encourage more voices, participation and 
ownership in writing a richer narrative for Singapore. (Ng, 2010) 
The technique of imbricating a core pervasive narrative over all other 
stories is a play of dominations which critical discourse analysts refer to as 
intertextuality. Used in the speeches in this study, intertextualising stories into 
the metanarrative co-opts many other voices and serves as a legitimating 
strategy for reinforcing and reproducing the values and voice of the dominant 
actor.  
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Conceptual Metaphors as Units of Analysis 
I used Critical Metaphor Analysis to also answer my first research 
question: “How is the nation being constructed in national eudcation speeches 
given by government leaders? What do the (dominant) meanings tell us about 
the producers of the discourse?”. Cognitive linguists (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980) 
and critical metaphor analysts argue that conceptual metaphors are the deep 
structures underlying belief systems in the world of the social. Theirs is an 
established theory, used by political science researchers in Europe and the US 
and among Singapore linguists, to study the “ways in which language shapes 
the manners of thinking and acting of political elites and civil servants” 
(Oberhuber & Krzyzanowski, 2008, p.196). While thematic analysis could be 
the other analytical tool, I was not certain that I would be able to claim the 
embeddedness of the ideological constructs in my corpus.  
The critical analysis for this study focuses on the discoursal property of 
the conceptual metaphor as found in the political genre of government 
speeches on national education in Singapore. The assumption is that 
government interests and ideologies are revealed when the conceptual 
metaphors present in the official texts are mapped to the larger socio-political 
dynamics occurring in the small nation.  
The conceptual metaphor is a cognitive-linguistic vehicle of the 
ideologies embodied in political speeches. The interest in this research is the 
conceptual metaphors stemming from the Singapore Story and official nation 
building speeches meant for schoolchildren. The questions guiding this part of 
the data collection and analysis are, “How is the nation being constructed in 
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national education speeches given by government leaders?  What do these 
meanings tell us about the producers of the discourse?”.  
According to critical metaphor scholar, Charteris-Black, metaphors are 
“linguistic representations that result from the shift in the use of a word or 
phrase from the context or domain in which it is expected to occur to another 
domain or context where it is not expected to occur, thereby creating semantic 
tensions” (Charteris-Black, 2004, p. 21). The definition underscores the 
importance of (two) contexts or domains and relationship between them such 
that “any word can be a metaphor if the context makes it such” (Charteris-
Black, 2005, p.14). The source domain, the domain that provides the 
metaphors, usually is concrete, whereas the target domain, what is being 
referred to metaphorically, typically, is abstract. The transfer in meaning that 
results from plucking a word from its original context and transplanting it to 
another domain implies an attendant transmission of evaluative and emotive 
meanings in this process of recontextualization.  
The convention employed in conceptual metaphor analysis and 
literature to show how one idea is being talked about in terms of another is to 
signify IDEA A IS IDEA B in small capital letters. For example, ECONOMIC 
PROGRESS IS HAPPINESS, where IS denotes a representation, not an 
equivalence. In the process of recontextualization, some concepts from the 
second or source domain (in this case, HAPPINESS) are partially mapped onto 
the first or target domain, ECONOMIC PROGRESS or material productivity. 
The association builds on the premise that expressions in everyday language 
reflect embedded ways of characterising an abstract notion from one 
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conceptual domain in terms of another domain, one that is more fundamental, 
tangible (usually, bodily), historically earlier, and embodies an experience.  
It is the persuasive and thought-structuring functions of metaphors that 
are emphasized in conceptual metaphor analysis. CMA scholars explore 
metaphors which are used by politicians as strategies for advocating their own 
policies or for opposing the policies of others (Charteris-Black, 2005; Chilton, 
1996; Rohrer, 1995) by drawing out the conceptual relationships within 
metaphorical expressions.  
The roots of conceiving conceptual metaphors as vehicles for ideology 
can be traced to conceptual metaphor theory put forth by Lakoff and Johnson 
in 1980. These two cognitive linguists posited that metaphors are so ubiquitous 
that they pervade not only language but also permeate into thought and action. 
According to Lakoff and Johnson (1980), our conceptual system which 
governs our thought and action, is “fundamentally metaphorical in nature” (p. 
3). That is, social categories – ranging from ideologies and political actors to 
social structures, processes and practices – are apprehended through 
metaphors. The transfer of semantics from one domain of experience to 
another shows how with conceptual metaphors, certain aspects of a concept are 
highlighted, and other aspects hidden. As a result, metaphorical structuring of 
social categories can only be partial (p.11). For example, the conceptual 
metaphor, NATIONAL IDENTITY IS CONSTRUCTING (as in building 
one’s identity as a Singaporean), conceals or downplays the converse 
possibility that a prevailing strong national identity can be alienating, 
especially for immigrants or homecoming citizens, for whom the alternative 
idea that NATIONAL IDENTITY IS OTHERING may be closer to reality. 
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These characteristics suggest that metaphor can structure reality 
(Charteris-Black, 2005; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Walter & Helmig, 2008). 
Conceptual metaphor theory posits that a text producer’s metaphorical choices 
always present a biased point of view (Deignan, 2005). And while a target 
public too can interpret metaphorical discourse from its own perspective, any 
deviating interpretation may be circumscribed by the fact that metaphorical 
concepts draw upon an existing set of beliefs already accepted by that public. 
For while the movement from one domain to another causes a shift in the way 
a target public understands a social phenomenon, the shift in expectations still 
draws on the hearers’ previous or existing experiences. In Foucauldian 
parlance, a target public understands discourse within the constraints of a 
discursive formation, that cluster of ideas, representations and practices which 
are appropriate or useful to a particular society’s formulation of a social 
activity (Hall, Evans & Nixon, 2013). 
It is through this reach into an underlying social and cultural value 
system, this resonance into the unconscious, which is often loaded with 
emotional attachments, that metaphor fulfils its persuasive role. Reproduced 
often enough, metaphors naturalize a way of viewing the world and present a 
potent tool for circumscribing a perspective. Metaphor thus becomes a form of 
thought control (Charteris-Black, 2008). This is why conventional metaphors – 
those figures of speech which are so oft-used and bandied about that they are 
no longer foregrounded for hearers nor paid attention to – are of most interest 
to critical metaphor analysts seeking to unveil the ideologies latent in everyday 
discourse and taken-for-granted truths.  
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Looking into conceptual metaphors provides insight into an important 
mode by which the Singapore government, through discourse, structures 
thought and stimulates action about nation building among its youth-public. 
Used consistently over time, this structuring and stimulating mode of discourse 
ultimately helps legitimise and strengthen the government’s views.  Over time, 
the persuasiveness of the government’s views will come to be held as the 
norm.  
Yet, however conventionalized, pervasive and banal a dominant 
discourse has become in the cognitive and sociocultural aspects of a public’s 
life, foregrounding and unveiling the banal is the initial step to ideology 
critique and efforts to reverse relations of domination embedded in an 
ideologically laden discourse. The effort to motivate a marginalized public to 
consider alternative views including its own experiences has to be preceded by 
unmasking the conceptual metaphors underpinning dominant ideas and 
representations. Public relations practitioners endowed with insights rendered 
through a critical discursive lens, are better positioned to mediate for 
disadvantaged publics when they discern the ideologies that sustain the 
hegemonic discourse themselves. 
Dimensions of a conceptual metaphor. According to Charteris-Black 
(2004, p. 21), there are three dimensions in a metaphor:  
(d) Linguistic, where a metaphor is a word or phrase that causes semantic 
tension through reification, personification or depersonification. Reification 
occurs when a concrete word or phrase is used to refer to an abstract idea. 
For example, “build on the foundations of values” (Heng, 2012); “invest in 
deepening the pool of talent” (Heng, 2012) where values and talent are 
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reified through ‘building foundations’ and ‘investing in pools’. Metaphor 
producers use personification to describe an inanimate object with a word 
or phrase that in another context, is animate. For example, “the soul of the 
nation” (Lee, 2012). “A group of young soccer enthusiasts crafted a 
touching tribute to the National Stadium” (One@Hua Yi, 2007) and “That 
is the hand which geography and history have dealt us” (Lee, 1997) where 
the nation, the National Stadium and history and geography become 
personalities and actors who have impact on citizens. Depersonification 
describes an animate referent as though it is something inanimate. For 
example, the “future of the nation” could be viewed as referring to 
something inanimate. Yet, it actually refers to the youth citizens of a 
country. 
(e) Pragmatic, where the seemingly incongruous linguistic representation of a 
metaphor belies an underlying function of influencing opinions and 
judgments. An assumption that national education speeches contain 
ideological constructs and values prompted this investigation. The 
persuasive role of this dimension indexes the speaker’s intentions within 
certain contexts, if covertly so. The analysis of the discourses in the present 
research project focuses on the pragmatic dimension of a metaphor as 
persuasion. 
(f) Cognitive, where a metaphor occurs because of a shift in the conceptual 
system. The conceptual shift comes about via a psychological association 
between the attributes of a referent in its original source context and those 
of the referent in its novel target context. This association or relevance 
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comes about despite some previously unperceived similarity between the 
referents in those contexts.  
Steps in Critical Metaphor Analysis 
Cameron and Low (1999, p.88) describe that  metaphor analysis: 
… typically proceeds by collecting examples of linguistic metaphors used to talk 
about the topic…generalising from them to the conceptual metaphors they exemplify, 
and using the results to suggest understandings or thought patterns which construct or 
constrain people’s beliefs and actions.        
For CMA proponent, Charteris-Black (2014), the CMA analyst first 
moves to “identify which metaphors are chosen in persuasive genres such as 
political speeches, party political manifestos, or press reports and [then goes 
on] to explain why these metaphors are chosen with reference to the interaction 
between an orator’s purposes and a specific set of speech circumstances” 
(Charteris-Black, 2014, p.174). These stages of analysis parallel those of 
identification, interpretation and explanation in the practice of CDA as a 
whole. 
Metaphor identification involves, firstly, a close reading of a sample of 
texts in order to identify candidate metaphors. These hypothetical metaphors, 
as it were, have metaphoric potential, but can only be confirmed as metaphors 
by detailed corpus analysis. Close reading leads to the next step in metaphor 
identification, which is to examine the contexts in the corpus to determine 
whether the key words are metaphoric or literal. Like Charteris-Black (2014), I 
sorted out some of the candidate metaphors with the help of a dictionary to 
determine if there is a more basic sense of the word, and on the rest of the 
dataset, to find out if that word is generally metaphorical. Charteris-Black 
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points out that key words are likely to be those “words that have a tendency to 
be used as conventional metaphors” (p. 21). As mentioned above, conventional 
metaphors are so frequently used in a language community that the members of 
that community come to understand them only in some fixed ways and not 
others, to the extent that it is an “automatic, effortless and generally 
established” mode of thought (Lakoff & Turner, 1989, p. 55). In Singapore, for 
example, senior government ministers often speak of having to continue to 
work hard and “overcome great odds” in order to survive as a nation. While the 
audience may not consciously associate the metaphorical representation with 
conflict or even risk-taking and gambling, that is, NATION BUILDING IS 
CONFLICT or NATION BUILDING IS RISK-TAKING / GAMBLING – the 
critical analyst would pay attention to the unconscious meanings latent in these 
socially established expressions, bearing in mind that conventional metaphors 
constrain alternative or further readings (Charteris-Black, 2004). At this stage 
of the analysis, the researcher also determines the classification and 
organisation of potential metaphors in a text, taking into account the source and 
target domains of the key words (Charteris-Black, 2014). The first stage of the 
critical metaphor analysis helped me answer my first research question in my 
critical discursive inquiry, which was to identify the conceptual metaphors in 
nation building speeches for youth. I drew up a table to guide and record this 
stage of my analysis. The table contained an extract of the speech containing 
the metaphor, that is, the verbal context of the metaphor; the conceptual 
metaphor that underlies the linguistic expression and phrasing; and the source 
domain of the metaphor. A sample of my metaphor identification exercise is 
found in Appendix A. 
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Metaphor interpretation involves ascertaining the extent to which a 
metaphor is determined by cognitive and pragmatic factors (Charteris-Black, 
2004). After identifying the conceptual metaphors, the analyst considers the 
extent to which the speaker’s persuasive intent and the psychological shift 
implicated by the speaker’s metaphoric choice account for “constructing a 
socially important representation” (p.38). To illustrate: The semantic tensions 
found in the metaphoric expressions revolving around the proposition of 
Singapore as a small, vulnerable state lacking in natural resources take on the 
cognitive association between smallness and hard work implicit in the 
linguistic expression and convey the speakers’ objective of persuading citizens 
that it is essential to always work hard and stand united as a nation as well as 
behind the government leading the nation. Grouping similar associations 
together formed themes and generated patterns of conceptual linkages 
whenever I found interpretations that could be repeated elsewhere in the 
corpus. I noted down emergent linkages, candidate conceptual metaphors and 
observations such as the absence of dissenting stories or stories of continual 
struggles throughout the analytical process. The notes were a formative part of 
my analysis. 
After CMA analysts have identified and interpreted the metaphors, they 
go on to explain why these metaphors are chosen. To explain a metaphorical 
usage, an analyst would show a proposition or assumption underpinning the 
language use, its call-for-action and investigate the ideological and rhetorical 
motivation and by implication, the persuasive intent of the metaphor 
(Charteris-Black, 2004, 2005). The explanations are situated and corroborated 
by evidence from the verbal context of the corpus as well as from the social 
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context in which the texts are produced and disseminated (Charteris-Black, 
2004, 2005). Here, I found it helpful to draw on the historical contexts wherein 
the texts were situated. These contexts provided the socio-political and 
discursive perspectives in my explanations. A key discursive perspective came 
from Charteris-Black’s (2007) critical metaphor analysis of the leadership 
communication style of Singapore’s first prime minister, Lee Kuan Yew from 
1959 to 1998.  
In metaphor explanations then, an analyst brings out the underlying 
evaluations conveyed by a metaphorical choice and the persuasiveness of the 
ideas and beliefs transported through that metaphor, including the resonance of 
a political myth like the Singapore Story. Critical culture researchers in public 
relations can use metaphor explanations to understand and reveal the 
persuasive influence of conceptual metaphors in predisposing an audience 
towards one understanding and interpretation over another (Charteris-Black, 
2004). 
UNDERSTANDING ALTERNATIVE DISCOURSE THROUGH 
GROUNDED THEORY 
The second and final part of my inquiry calls for finding out more about 
the lifeworld of a group of at-risk youth to address the next set of research 
questions, “What is the discourse about life in Singapore among some troubled 
youth? What are their challenges and their aspirations?”. I sought the targeted 
views through semi-structured interviews and analysed and interpreted the 
responses with grounded theory. 
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Grounded theory (GT) is a systematic approach to analysing data for 
the purpose of constructing theory (Charmaz, 2012). While not all grounded 
theory practitioners end up with a theory as such, GT provides a set of 
strategies for analysing and interpreting data methodically and thoroughly. 
I chose grounded theory as my second mode of data analysis because I 
wanted to find out the key idea explicating the salient aspects of life for my 
respondents; and how that idea is significant for discoursing about the nation. 
Grounded theory was particularly apt because its slant towards the lifeworld of 
participants and their points of view is germane to the purpose of this study. 
Critical culture researchers can gather data through in-depth interviews and use 
grounded theory as the analytical tool to understand and interpret their data, 
which are regarded as joint constructions between the respondents and the 
interviewer. Practitioners also see the co-constructions of living in Singapore 
as entwining with the constructions of other identities, pointing to a dynamic 
process of negotiating. Chapter 5 contains my experience of using grounded 
theory, supporting these observations.  
As the substantive theory generated from this method comes directly 
from the data, the grounded theory method offers a practice-based explanation 
for the specific issues and concerns confronting a target public. In fact, 
constructivist GT researchers analyse the behaviour, social processes and 
relations as they happen in the scene. The theory that emerges from the data 
serves as the first step towards understanding that public and subsequently, as a 
springboard to addressing their concerns, and improving their relationships 
with other actors. This current study is an interpretative one, based on 
constructivist grounded theory, where the data and the analysis are “created 
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from shared experiences and relationships with participants and other sources 
of data” (Charmaz, 2006, p.130), and where context plays a huge role in the 
theorizing:  
The studied experience is embedded in a larger and often, hidden positions, networks, 
situations and relationships. Subsequently, differences and distinctions between 
people become visible as well as the hierarchies of power, communication, and 
opportunity that maintain and perpetuate such differences and distinctions. A 
constructivist approach means being alert to “conditions under which such differences 
and distinctions arise and are maintained. (Charmaz, 2006, pp.130-131) 
The constructivist GT approach involves an intensive process of 
concurrent data collection and interpretation. The continuous and close 
processes of comparing and interpreting data within the corpus and between 
the corpus and its contexts result in hypotheses which will be confirmed or 
disconfirmed with further data collection and analysis. This abductive pattern 
of allowing concepts to emerge from data and discovering the relationships 
amongst the concepts is repeated until the researcher arrives at the most 
satisfactory and “plausible interpretation of the data” (Charmaz, 2006, p.186).  
The theory that arises from these abductive procedures is seen to be the 
precursor of a formal theory. The originators of grounded theory method, 
Glaser and Strauss (1967) maintained that oft times, the seeds of formal theory 
(Eg. Excellence theory) were sown from several substantive theories, which 
are theories grounded in extant research in a particular subject area: 
[A substantive theory] not only provides a stimulus to a “good idea” but it also gives 
an initial direction in developing relevant categories and properties and in choosing 
possible modes of integration. Indeed it is difficult to find a grounded formal theory 
that was not in some way stimulated by substantive theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 
79) 
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Constructivist GT proponents recognise that researchers do not enter 
the field tabula rasa. Similarly, I did not enter my research and apply the GTM 
“cold”. I went into the field with a critical bent in my approach. Specifically, I 
had studied the Culture-Centered Approach (Dutta, 2012) and had wanted to 
test out its constructs. At the back of my mind, I adopted the assumptions that 
critical discourse scholars in public relations want public relations researchers 
and practitioners to be aware of the discourse of domination and fixedness 
(Surma & Daymon, 2009) in order to veer away from it and gravitate towards a 
discourse of understanding and situated meanings. 
According to Charmaz (2012), the concepts that emerge from the data, 
known as categories in GT, can travel across disciplines and professions. For 
this project, when the core category of endurance emerged during the initial 
stage of theoretical sampling, I started searching the literature of social work 
with youth delinquents, discovering the work of researchers in this field from 
Europe and Asia, and ascertaining how the categories emerging from my 
corpus fitted into this established area. I then imported the concepts from social 
work into the field of public relations, proposing to add value to work on 
delinquent youth with public relations’ distinct role in society as relationship 
builders. 
DATA GATHERING 
I initiated the second stream of my investigation by making contact 
with Singapore youth service agencies and calling each agency listed in the 
Children and Young Persons Home page of the Ministry of Social & Family 
Development website. When Courage House and Grace House expressed 
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receptivity to my request to interview their youth, I wrote in to their executive 
directors asking to meet with them and explain my research agenda in person. 
After receiving their approval to speak with their youth, I sought the 
university’s approval to interview the youth through the university’s ethics 
review board. Subsequently, I was introduced to the senior case workers of the 
two assenting youth service agencies and together, we worked out the 
procedures for recruiting interviewees. I furnished the agencies with participant 
information and parent consent forms for the caseworkers to explain my 
research agenda to parents and recruit interviewees. The caseworkers then 
scheduled consenting youth to meet with me. Eventually, I met and 
interviewed with a total of 20 male and five female respondents. 
The Target Public 
The target public, vulnerable youth residing in welfare homes typically 
have been subjected to a combination of interrelated biological, psychological, 
and social factors that result in a greater likelihood for the development of 
delinquency, substance abuse, or other related anti-social and self destructive 
behaviours (Farrington et al., 2006). In Singapore, youth admitted into these 
homes are: 
• From dysfunctional families and in need of shelter;  
• Abused or neglected;  
• In need of care and protection;  
• Finding it hard to cope in school because of learning difficulties or family 
problems       
• Beyond parental control;  
• In conflict with the Law  
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(Ministry of Social & Family Development, 2005) 
In Singapore, the Juvenile Court may order youth in need of care, protection or 
rehabilitation to be placed in either gazetted or non-gazetted homes. The youth 
attached to a welfare home may go to a mainstream school or work during 
school or work hours. But they return to the welfare home directly after school 
or work, and go back to their families on weekends. These youth move in 
relatively less supervision and are different from another category of in-risk or 
high-risk youth who are ordered by the Court to reside within the confines of 
detention because “their behaviour and circumstances render community-based 
options inappropriate or unsuitable” (Ministry of Social & Family 
Development, 2005). These youth live under remand in State juvenile homes. 
Courage House and Grace House are two non-gazetted homes for 
behavioural rehabilitation. Termed Children and Young Persons Homes, these 
two voluntary youth service agencies provide residential care and guidance 
programmes for persons from preteen to 21 years old. The welfare homes take 
in at-risk juveniles at their discretion. While they are not considered offenders 
as such, they may have committed crimes and /or their behaviour has posed 
enough of a challenge for their parents to file for beyond parental supervision. 
These parents have to provide evidence that they are unable to “exercise care 
and control” over their children, whereupon the Juvenile Court would place the 
young person under “Statutory Supervision or admit him/her into a residential 
facility for those who display very high-risk behaviours” (Ministry of Social & 
Family Development). Parents are advised that applying for Beyond Parental 
Control assistance should be “a last resort … as this (BPC) could severely 
strain or affect the relationship between them and the child” (Ministry of Social 
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and Family Development, 2005). Children in BPC would have been counselled 
by school authorities, family service centres, a psychologist or a psychiatrist or 
undergone some form of “pre-court diversionary programmes”. The 
classification, procedures and spaces for rehabilitating juveniles according to 
the degree of delinquency decided by State caregivers is an instance of 
disciplinary power. 
Courage House   
Courage House was established a couple of years after the end of 
World War II to give “guidance, shelter, education, vocational training and 
practical living skills” to boys from 11 to 20 years old. The Catholic charitable 
institution takes in boys who come from troubled, mostly large, poor, single-
parent or restructured families. Boys who have problems coping or are rejected 
by the mainstream system continue their education in Courage House’s home 
schooling programme.  
The residents live a “supervised and structured daily programme”, 
populated with sports, leadership training and moral / religious instruction,  the 
whole purpose of which is to endow the boys with a holistic development and a 
healthy self-esteem. While I was there the boys told me about taking part in 
Mixed Martial Arts and mountain-climbing. They also mentioned a smoking 
cessation programme, mandatory for the smokers among them. Every boy 
participates in the weekly area cleaning. Courage House raises the majority of 
its funding from direct appeals for funds.  
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Grace House 
Grace House is also a Christian voluntary welfare home, set up by a 
pastor and his wife to provide guidance and shelter to troubled teenage girls 
from 13 to 19 years old. The girls come from backgrounds of abuse, neglect, 
and delinquency. The welfare home takes these girls under its care in order to 
change attitudes, reform behavior, and mend “distressed relations” so that the 
residents can eventually leave and be “re-integrated” into family and society as 
“wholesome members”. Like the boys in Courage House, the residents in 
Grace House live a full-day routine, filled with programmes geared towards 
helping them complete their secondary school education or acquire vocational 
skills. The girls attend prayer sessions twice a day and run on the beach and 
carry out evening yard duties once a week. They stage a concert every year to 
raise funds and showcase their talents. 
The Sample  
The 25 youth in this interview project range from 14 to 19 years old. 
Except for the two oldest ones, Kathy and Mark, the respondents were either in 
the five-year secondary school Normal Academic or Technical stream or, as is 
the case with Lian and Raj, have dropped out of school altogether. Youth in the 
Normal streams take the GCE ‘O’ Levels after five, instead of four years, of 
secondary school. Again, except for Kathy, the notion of continuing their 
education at university did not feature in the conversations about future plans. 
The youth were either BPC cases or placed in the welfare homes so that they 
can “better concentrate on their studies”. They might have been living with one 
parent, a biological father and his wife or a grandmother. One boy (Mark) said 
he was there because he was an orphan and did not want to be with his aunts 
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after his grandmother passed away. At least two of the youth had been 
physically abused. At the time of the interviews, the interviewees were in their 
respective welfare homes between four and 48 months. The caseworkers 
working directly with the residents disseminated a call for participation among 
their charges. The participation in the interviews with me was voluntary, 
dependant on which resident and his / her parent or guardian gave their 
consent. The respondents possess characteristics and backgrounds similar to 
the at-risk youth described in the government’s definitions and classifications 
of at-risk youth (Ministry of Social & Family Development, 2005), and there 
are no grounds to believe that the sample raised here was not representative of 
vulnerable youth from troubled backgrounds in the rest of country in any 
significant aspect.  
Interviews  
The interviews were carried out in a private room within the premises 
of the respective welfare homes. An interview lasted between 50 to 75 minutes, 
although I had one short one that ended after 20 minutes because the 
respondent did not want to continue. I obtained the consent of the interviewees 
and their parents for audiotaping the interviews through the help of the 
respective case workers and again, just before I began each interview. I have 
used pseudonyms whenever I refer to the respondents and their welfare homes 
in this dissertation. 
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DATA ANALYSIS: CODING IN GROUNDED THEORY  
The first two interviews occurred at Courage House in February of the 
year in which data gathering was slated to begin. These interviews provided the 
direction and theoretical sampling for the development of subsequent 
interviews over the next four months as I sought to pursue the idea of freedom 
in a disciplinary system for troubled youth. The analysis consisted of three 
cycles of coding with each cycle entailing constant comparisons across the 
corpus of coded categories, and between the categories with the data, moving 
into more abstract conceptualisations as the analysis gravitates to a theory 
grounded in data. I refined the codings as the categories and sub-categories 
emerged from the data, teased out their properties and discovered conceptual 
linkages between them, all the while making sure that the codings were drawn 
from the data. Memoing constituted the other integral part of the analysis. My 
memos are journal entries of the research process. They contain, among other 
things, reflections on how I could have probed deeper with some interviews 
and what I thought was the theoretical significance of a respondent’s 
perspective. 
I shall next elaborate on the two major activities in grounded theory: 
coding cycles and the constant journaling that accompanies the coding. 
Coding  
The interviews were transcribed and coded according to the 
constructivist version of grounded theory coding (Charmaz, 2011), with the 
culture-centred approach (Dutta, 2011, 2012) providing the initial sensitizing 
conceptual framework (Blumer, 1969, Charmaz, 2003). The CCA constructs of 
structure, culture and agency (Dutta, 2011, 2012) provided the starting 
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guidelines. Over the months, I refined the conceptualisation of my categories 
with a dialectical perspective.  
In the initial stage of open coding, I combed through the transcriptions 
line by line, staying close to the data to discern and capture the happenings in 
the respondents’ narratives. To discern and tease out the implicit actions and 
meanings (Charmaz, 2006) in my coding, I broke open an assertion and looked 
at what was being said as processes, happenings and actions within each bit of 
data (Strauss, 1972). Couching the initial codes in gerunds helped retain the 
events and actions in these bits of data (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser, 1978). After I 
had completed the initial round of coding of all 25 interviews and memoing, I 
went on to focussed coding (Charmaz, 2006) where concepts that clustered the 
open codings were allowed to emerge. I reached theoretical saturation (Strauss 
& Corbin, 1998) after approximately 25 hours worth of data collection when 
no new data appeared to contest the final core category of negotiating. 
Speaking with the welfare home’s programme officers reinforces the sense that 
subsequent interviews would yield data similar to the profiles and responses at 
hand. 
In the more conceptual phase of focussed coding, I sifted through the 
corpus of open codes to generate various clusters of related codes (Charmaz, 
2006). The process was iteratively analytic as I compared bits of codes with 
one another within and across interviews and made decisions about which 
initial codes should go into which conceptual cluster or category. Focussed 
coding directs the development of categories and their properties. Which 
means that during this stage of the analysis, categories and properties of codes 
emerged from the initial codings. I made sure that the properties and categories 
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were corroborated by data from the corpus until almost all data was accounted 
for in various categories (see Figure 1). Focussed codes are more abstract than 
the initial codes that they encapsulate (Charmaz, 2003). 
I moved on to the most abstract level of coding, theoretical coding, 
where I attempted to work out the various permutations by which the 
categories can be linked to one another to form a narrative that would tie all 
categories into one core category. Throughout the process of explicating the 
relationships among the categories, I had to be conscientious that the core 
category elucidated all the other categories and that each category “earned” its 
way into the emerging theory (Glaser, 1978). The category of enduring had 
appeared to be that core category initially. This category was closely linked to 
the concept of freedom which was the concept that had expanded my 
theoretical sampling and that had led me to pursue my data collection in 
welfare homes in the first place. Nonetheless, the concept of enduring could 
not quite account for all categories. Eventually, the category of negotiating 
emerged as the category that could account for nearly all 14 categories. This 
final core category was discovered after additional rounds of close 
comparisons between categories and between categories and data across the 
corpus and its emergence was as unexpected as it was productive in capturing 
all other categories and their properties. During the earlier stage of analysis and 
interpretation, I had depicted, with the help of a word cloud (Figure 3), what I 
thought to be the varying prominence of a category based on its significance in 
each respondent’s narrative and to the overall theory that was emerging from 
the analysis at that time. No new data appeared to contest the final core 
category of negotiating. In sum, after going through the iterative process of 
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three stages of coding, the core category of negotiating emerged, around which 
almost all of the data and their concepts can be accounted for and subsumed.  
While there were references to racial harmony in the first dataset, there 
was no explicit mention of racial, religious, gender or class discrimination in 
the second corpus. One reason could be that I was more focussed on pursuing 
the idea of freedom in a disciplinary environment as it arose from my 
theoretical sampling, and did not pursue race or religion-related issues.  
  The respondents’ educational standing is the closest one can get to a 
socio-economic differentiation – that of class. All respondents were in the 
slower educational tracks in a highly stratified education system. Only the two 
oldest youth were more successful academically. At the time of the interviews, 
one was in a local polytechnic, the other was re-sitting her A-Levels. The 
majority of the respondents found studying and progressing upward in the 
education system difficult. The situation with the respondents is different from 
the conception of the nation depicted in the speeches. Rallying citizens of a 
meritocratic state to build the nation as one united people does not ensure that 
all citizens get on with the enterprise on the same footing. This observation 
bears out analyses of meritocracy in Singapore (K.P. Tan, 2008; 2013). 
Memoing  
During the processes of data collection, coding and finally theory 
generation, memos served an analytic and practical function throughout this 
research experience. Memos allowed me to keep track of my “conceptual 
decisions” (Kendall & Shelton, 2003, p. 263) that arose from the coding cycles 
with memos. The memo entries informed the interpretation of findings for 
Chapter 6, my chapter on discussion, conclusions and recommendations. 
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Indeed, parts of that final chapter could be traced to various bits of memos 
recorded whenever I needed to “figure out” a nascent notion, an emergent 
category or determine the relationships among categories. Extracting and 
reassembling the bits of written records help to build the report of the research 
project (Charmaz, 2012) and the conclusions in Chapter 6 . Memoing also 
helps the naturalistic inquirer maintains reflexivity throughout the research 
process (Charmaz, 2012). I show an extract from my memos in Figure 2. 
 
CATEGORY: Disclosing (Ways of: Telling and being told (off); Speaking up; 
Contesting; Explaining) 
CODES CONCEPTS SUB-CATEGORIES 
Finding alternative ways to be 
popular among peers 
Eschewing negative 
labelling or action 
Finding alternatives 
Resisting 
Wanting to emulate his brother Comparing: discerning   
Being taught to be independent by 
his brothers  
Being told to do things on one’s 
own 
Being told not do be reliant on 
others 
Heeding advice 
Being told the importance of the 
academic year 
Being told he can be anything he 
wants to be 
Being told how much he was 
resented 
“People told me how much they 
don’t like me and I was thinking 
that” 
Thinking about the feedback 
Being told that bullying and 
violence are bad 
Being counselled  





Wanting to be told 
 




Being pointed out about the vicious 
circle of bullying 
 
Keeping his admiration from his 
brother 






Not wanting to tell 
Not having a choice about their 
decision 
Not liking to be accused 
His friend not contesting an 
allegation 
 
Disagreeing that many boys hate 
BT 
Finding alternative ways to be 
popular among peers 
Not being forgiven even after 
apologising 
Wanting to be heeded, attended to 
“I stopped it by handling myself 
first, because I was a person that 
really need a face. If I do this, you 
don’t listen right, I no face.” 
Resorting to violence 
Wanting to be feared 
Beating up the incorrigible 
Threatening the disobedient 
“If people don’t listen, then I will 
beat you up and then I will threaten 
you all that” 
 
Contesting 


















Wanting to be listened 
to 
 
Not wanting to gripe Complaining  
Getting the accusers to apologise 
 
Having one’s voices 
being mediated 
Through a parent 
Through a political 
representative 
Having to disclose (as 
part of PPO) 







Figure 1. Excerpt from the category of disclosing 
 
Not wanting to gripe 
“I can say nothing because like, 
since we’re already here already...” 
Feeling like he would speak up to 
injustices 
Being open to alternative ways to 
show disagreement 
Straightening out an allegation 
Writing as avenue to contest policy 
Writing and submitting petitions as 
avenue to contest policy 
Writing as contestation 
Being open to the suggestion of 
writing to Minister 
Gathering evidence to develop his 
case 
His friend not contesting an 
allegation 
His friend accepting the allegation 

















Figure 2. Excerpt of a memo entry, 19 September 2013 
 
19 September 2013 
Operating within one’s circumstances as a kind of agency. 
When Jason said, “I have no dreams”, it could come across as lack ambition and 
agency. But maybe, I should set aside my norms that one needs ambition along the 
lines of having a career goal and direction, whenever we talk about aspirations? 
On the other hand, he exhibited determination about being focused on completing his 
secondary school education. To him, that’s the best way to leave Courage House, an 
ultimate goal, even though he finds living in Courage House fine. So, it is not that 
Jason lacks purpose. But that his aspiration is different from the conventional way of 
having ambition? Am I imposing my middle class norms on the interviewees again? Is 
it not a kind of resilience, if by resilience we mean the ability navigate in one’s 
circumstances and reach one’s goals? Again, a sense of negotiating is present. 
At certain points of my conversations with the interviewees, I took on the role of the 
cheer-leader. It must be the mom in me. Cannot shake it off. In my focused coding, I 
heard myself persuading Jason to overcome his stage fright and apply to MediaCorp tv 
station, when he eventually shared that he wanted to be an actor after a bit of effort on 
my part trying to tease an ambition out of him. Is this a case of the interviewer 
imposing herself on the young interviewee? Got me also to wonder whether the care 
and guidance staff of Courage House do this cheer-leading a lot of the time while 
doing the disciplining too? 
In the second cycle of coding, I decided not to code excerpts of interviews where I 
realize I was imposing my views with leading statements and questions. Take for 
example, my interview with Jason: 
I: Do you think Singapore is a place which makes dreams easier to come true or 
makes it harder? Dreams like being an actor. 
Jason: Maybe easier. 
I: Easier, why? 
Jason: I don’t know. 
I: You think it’s easier that Singapore can make your dreams come true? 
Jason: Because there’s a lot of recruitment and advertiser. That’s why. Maybe that’s 
the reason. 
Reading Ungar (2004) about discursive empowerment as agency for troubled youth to 
move towards self-definition of their lives by employing what resources or 
opportunities their situation in life present them. Now wondering whether my core 
category should be disclosing/ telling instead of enduring, with resilience being more 
of a process than an outcome? 
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Figure 3. Discourses about the nation among at-risk youth: Negotiating emerged as 
the core category constituting and being constituted by the other categories. Word 
cloud as of October 15, 2013. 
 
 






I made an effort to the best of my knowledge, to maintain authenticity 
and rigour in my research endeavour. In qualitative inquiry, trustworthiness 
makes for methodological rigour. Trustworthiness refers to the congruity 
between the findings, the participants’ experiences and my observations and 
analysis (Ungar, 2004b). Lincoln and Guba (1985) outline four dimensions of 
trustworthiness and rigour in qualitative inquiry: credibility, transferability, 
dependability and confirmability. These dimensions replace the positivist 
criteria for truthfulness: internal validity; external validity; reliability and 
objectivity. The four dimensions of trust ensure the data and analysis fit with 
the responses and perspectives under exploration. 
Credibility 
I undertook my analysis by bringing together and considering the 
various sources of data I had been accumulating since December 2012. I 
assumed a position of co-constructor of the responses in the findings. I checked 
my observations with the caseworkers and my own encounters with the 
respondents outside the interview settings. The analysis here follows 
systematically and congruously from the method adopted in this part of the 
research endeavour.  
Transferability 
I have attempted to provide a detailed description of the inquiry, 
including the contexts and settings of my participants, my observations and my 
own influence in the research process. I hope the description would be helpful 
for researchers undertaking similar inquiries.  
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Dependability 
I tried to narrow the power distance between the participants and me in 
the way I carried out the interview, my use of Singapore Colloquial English 
and my efforts to listen. I conferred with my advisor about the preparations of 
the inquiry and kept him posted of my findings in our consultations. 
Confirmability 
I have endeavoured to be as systematic, as thorough, and as reflexive as 
I can, checking my findings against interviews and conversations with the 
caseworkers, literature from the youth service agencies and research from the 
Ministry of Social & Family Development, my observations and other 
encounters with the youth, and noting my bias during the research journey in 
my memo entries.    
Having described and explained the methods adopted for the two 
streams of investigation entailed in this thesis, I shall move on to present the 
respective findings. In Chapter 4, I uncover the values, beliefs and ideas 
implicit in conceptual metaphors found in the government’s discourse about 
the nation. In Chapter 5, I present the concepts constituting the discourse about 
living the nation among my respondents. I attempt to articulate the two sets of 
core constructs in Chapter 6, and posit that the insights on nation building can 
be drawn from the dialectical relationship between the key constructs in the 
dominant and marginal discourses, and that public relations has a vital role to 
play in enabling the link. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS I 
CRITICAL METAPHOR ANALYSIS OF  
NATIONAL EDUCATION DISCOURSE 
This chapter presents the findings of the first stream of investigation – 
the conceptual metaphors underpinning government speeches on national 
education and nation building. The findings are presented in the form of eight 
metaphorical themes. In the following sections, I identify and illustrate each 
theme with extracts from the corpus and explain how the metaphors in each 
theme add to the speaker’s persuasive intent, help produce the government and 
ruling party’s ideology and reinforce their legitimacy. I conclude with an 
argument from the CCA framework for the need to forge other ideas and 
values about the nation, particularly from a vulnerable segment of society like 
at-risk youth. Public relations practitioners with their skillset in organising 
communication with publics can co-create these other discourses about the 
nation. 
Metaphorical Themes 
The prevalent ideas in the official key texts under review are survival, 
Singapore’s exceptional vulnerability to constraints and the ensuing Herculean 
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effort required from every citizen to surmount the constraints for the country to 
survive. The ideas are spread over eight metaphorical themes: CONTAINER, 
with BUILDING as a corollary of that theme; JOURNEY; REMEMBERING; 
SEEING; MORALITY, CULTIVATION and LABOUR. These metaphors 
interact with one another, reinforcing the overarching theme, namely, 
NATION BUILDING IS SURVIVAL. Taken together, the metaphors index 
the political concerns of nation building, national identity, national cohesion 
and economic development and a pragmatic ideology encompassing 
multiracialism, meritocracy, communitarianism and pragmatism (Mauzy & 
Milne, 2002). The metaphorical themes underscore the imperative for national 
education. According to the government advocates, not having national 
education and failing to appreciate appreciating the ideas and pragmatic 
ideology leads to the obliteration of a small, vulnerable nation-state bereft of 
natural resources. The metaphors also carry a persuading function. They point 
to the political leadership’s premise for governance and its efforts to augment 
the legitimacy of that governance (Charteris-Black, 2007).  
The discussion of a metaphorical theme includes references to other 
metaphors, demonstrating the imbricating workings of conceptual metaphors 




Concept Conceptual Metaphor 
(Primary) 
Interact with other 
metaphors 
CONTAINER NATION BUILDING 
















JOURNEY REMEMBERING IS A 
JOURNEY 
RACIAL HARMONY 
IS A JOURNEY 
NATIONAL 
COHESION IS A 
JOURNEY 
NATIONAL VALUES 
ARE A JOURNEY 
NATIONAL 
EDUCATION IS A 
JOURNEY 
OPPORTUNITIES 
ARE A JOURNEY 
MORALITY 
REMEMBERING RACIAL HARMONY 
IS REMEMBERING 



























LABOUR NATION BUILDING 
IS LABOUR 
BUILDING 
Table 1. The constitutive relations among the conceptual metaphors 
The snapshot shows clearly how nation building as surviving can be 
conceived as a moral endeavour and that citizens can only do right if they 
embrace the government’s ideology and vision for the nation. Conversely, in 
this dichotomous plane of discoursing about nation building, citizens will do 
wrong if they do not embrace the government’s ideology. 
The metaphor of CONTAINER. The metaphor of CONTAINER can 
be linked to an underlying concern with security (Chilton, 1996). The speakers 
of these texts seek to secure national cohesion and stability through the 
construct of space and the social relations contained within its boundaries. 
Ours is a country that can be characterised as 4 overlapping circles, held together by 
strong social bonding. We must see beyond our race and religion, and keep on 
renewing and strengthening the social glue that binds us. Where we can enlarge the 
common space amongst the different communities, we should do so. At the very least, 
we should strive to maintain the common space that we now enjoy. The protection of 
the common space will help provide unity in diversity and be a bulwark against any 
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forces that may attempt to drive wedges between our communities and pull us apart. 
(Teo, July 20, 2002) 
The endeavour of nation building takes place mostly within the boundaries of the 
school but can be multiplied throughout the island-state.  
This is why we are recognising more talents in education, and creating many diverse 
paths, many niches of excellence dotted around the island, and many customised 
programmes within schools to meet all abilities. (Shanmugaratnam, August 8, 2007) 
Schools provide a unifying space for the different ethnic groups to 
converge and mingle. They are the melting pot, a common expanse of space 
where Singaporeans from the four official racial categories meld together as 
Singapore citizens.  
Schools, with their wide outreach to our children in their formative years are 
important institutions where social bonding takes place. There are already many 
activities and programmes in schools to promote racial understanding … there is 
scope for us to further deepen and broaden inter-racial mixing and understanding in 
our schools. (Teo, July 20, 2002) 
Our schools provide a common educational experience that builds national identity 
and social cohesion based on shared national values. (Teo, July 19, 2003) 
Schools are an important common area where our young learn about unity and 
togetherness. They are key places where our young interact with other Singaporeans, 
regardless of race, religion or social status. There, our children learn to set aside 
ethnic and religious differences and identify themselves as Singaporeans first. (Teo, 
July 19, 2003) 
The CONTAINER concept illustrates how schools keep intact the values and 
principles for nation building, and cohere Singapore youth within its 
boundaries. Schools as microcosms of the entire polity are spaces for 
socialization (Adler & Sim, 2005) and imbibing state-endorsed values. As an 
ideological state apparatus (Althusser, 1970), schools are a technology of 
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hegemony and an instrument of governmentality (Foucault, 1991). They 
become spaces for adopting a set of norms, values and behaviour promulgated 
by the political leadership. The hope is that these scholastic spaces expand and 
multiply till they fill out the whole of the polity. At the same time, those who 
do not embrace the norms, values and behaviour and bond with one another in 
schools do not belong to the larger body politic. The container concept 
precludes the need to listen to those who fall on or outside the normative 
boundaries of the school. 
One element of public relations in its relationship-building role is to 
facilitate the exchange of perspectives in a public sphere. In a political 
framework, a democracy-building role imbricates with the relationship-
building role when public relations helps to expand the discursive space so that 
alternative and additional voices, particularly those from seldom-heard persons 
also get heard. This counter-socialization process of citizen-making is an 
aspect of citizenship education (Engle & Ochoa, 1988) that is lacking in 
Singapore’s national education programme (Adler & Sim, 2005). 
The nation as CONTAINER holds the population together as one 
nationality and puts forth the idea of national identity as an articulation of 
social practice and social relations.  
The theme for this year's Total Defence campaign, United We Stand, highlights the 
importance of our collective responses and commitment to stay united as a nation. It 
cannot be overstated that the key to our nation's survival, success and prosperity lie in 
our ability to preserve and maintain racial and religious harmony, and be one united 
people. (Daipi, February 15, 2003) 
Our experience as a nation shows us how we can achieve success by being united, 
determined to overcome adversity and by transforming challenges into opportunities. 
(Ng, August 7, 2009) 
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The aim appears to be assimilationist and the socialization process 
involves students absorbing state endorsed values for political stability and 
complying with government direction for the nation. The Singapore 
government’s call for unity can serve as an ideological effort entrenching its 
political leadership and legitimacy. A former Minister for Education, Dr Ng 
Eng Hen (2010) notes that the people’s idea of a nation is constituted in the 
mundane and quotidian spaces and relations of citizens’ lives. If national 
values can percolate into these micrological spaces, the nation and the regime 
of truth will be reproduced in the lifeworld of ordinary citizens.  
As they said in their videos, they listed their family, friends, favourite toy, 
playground, school, neighbourhood answers different from what we are used to in the 
big picture: I just want to defend my country. (Ng, November 2, 2010) 
Dr Ng’s observation gives an insight into opening the discursive space – for 
constructions of the nation other than those found in the dominant discourse. 
The nation-container is also porous, and the influences from the world 
outside would invariably enter the container and lure Singaporeans out of their 
national boundaries. The sense of threat is imminent particularly as the 
political economy of Singapore is wrapped up in the effects of globalized 
economics.  
As a small, open economy, Singapore has deeply felt the impact of the global 
financial crisis. This year, our economy is expected to contract by between 4% and 
6%, with unemployment at 3.3%. (Ng, August 7, 2009) 
The intention in using the conceptual metaphor, NATION BUILDING 
IS A CONTAINER when it conflates with the metaphor of JOURNEY, 
however, is that no matter what the pull is outside their home country, as long 
 154 
as the values and relationships within the national container are strong, loyal 
citizens return to the nation. The linked conceptual metaphor of 
CULTIVATION ensures that citizens and the national values do not get 
displaced.  
… we need to work on strengthening their heartware and emotional rootedness to 
Singapore so that they will continue to regard this place as home, and will be 
committed to contributing towards making this a better home for future generations… 
Over the past 10 years, we have had more opportunities for more Singaporeans to 
study, work and live abroad. We expect this trend to continue. So it is vital that as we 
prepare our young well with the skills and confidence to engage in a globalised world, 
we also grow their emotional attachment to Singapore so that they continue to regard 
this place as home no matter how far they journey and how long they are away. (Lui, 
March 7, 2007) 
Just as containers hold liquids and gases (Charteris-Black, 2004, 2005, 
2008), the values contents in the nation-container are conceived as if they can 
be transferred into the vessels of youth. Values permeate into the minds of 
youth through the various national education conduits as can be seen in the 
interplay between the metaphors of CONTAINER and MORALITY.  
Our schools place great emphasis on developing the character of their students 
through a wide range of activities and programmes. Besides CME lessons, there is a 
variety of co-curricular activities (CCA) such as uniformed groups, sports or games 
which inculcate desirable traits in our students … On its part, the Ministry of 
Education will continue with its efforts to improve its National Education programme 
in all our schools to ensure all our pupils are imbued and instilled with a greater sense 
of love, loyalty and belonging to Singapore. (Daipi, November 26, 2002) 
It is to encourage all schools to continue putting in their best efforts in imbuing our 
students with a strong sense of national identity and social responsibility. (Teo, July 4, 
2001) 
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Schools are instrumental in imbuing our young with the concept of social 
cohesiveness - of valuing their fellow citizens regardless of their race, language or 
religion. (Daipi, February 15, 2003) 
The transmission of values has to seep into the core of the student body so that 
the value-laden contents become embedded into each student’s consciousness. 
The imbuing process is made possible by the entwining of the MORALITY 
and CONTAINER metaphors or metaphor mixing (Charteris-Black, 2012). As 
in the metaphor hybrids of CONTAINER and JOURNEY, the metaphor 
mixing here is concerned with time and the perpetuity of it in sustaining the 
State-endorsed values. 
For Singapore to thrive beyond the founder generation, we must systematically 
transmit these instincts and attitudes to succeeding cohorts. Through National 
Education, we must make these instincts and attitudes part of the cultural DNA which 
makes us Singaporeans … the more Singapore, a young country barely one generation 
old, must make a concerted effort to imbue the right values and instincts in the psyche 
of our young … But we must equip them with the basic attitudes, values and instincts 
which make them Singaporean.  (Lee, H.L., May 17, 1997) 
The transfusion from the government to youth via the school describes a top-
down approach. The one-way communication may attest to an asymmetrical 
and paternal relationship noted by Singapore political observers (Lee, T., 2010; 
Rodan, 2004; Tan, K.P., 2009). The culture-centred approach calls for public 
relations to help open up the discursive space for some at-risk youth public to 
respond to what the government has put forth as values right for Singapore, on 
one hand, and, on the other hand, to participate in articulating the values that 
are meaningful to these youth in the context of their generation and lifeworld. 
The metaphor of BUILDING. BUILDING metaphors can be seen to 
be a type of CONTAINER metaphor. The BUILDING metaphors depict the 
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idea that nations are constructible, born from imagined communities 
(Anderson, 1983). In Singapore, national education is posited as the means for 
building the nation. The conceptual metaphor of BUILDING serves as the 
foundation and bulwark from where other conceptual metaphors of 
MORALITY, CULTIVATION and JOURNEY operate: 
NE for the COE works by scaffolding the engagement process. Educators will build 
on the learning acquired by the students in their earlier stages of education. (Lui, 
August 6, 2007) 
National Education is necessary to reinforce national instincts and citizenship values 
so that our students remain rooted to the country as they spread their economic wings 
overseas. (Chan, March 27, 2004) 
The new revised JC curriculum reinforces our efforts on values education and 
character development. (Daipi, November 26, 2002) 
In doing so, we will understand our obligations and responsibilities to our fellow 
Singaporeans. This will go a long way to building up a cohesive and vibrant 
Singapore society that is able to face the challenges of the future. (Daipi, February 15, 
2003) 
The BUILDING metaphor also suggests that nation building is a long-term 
commitment between citizens and government, an effort that requires a 
cooperative relationship between the government and people (Charteris-Black, 
2004). The progress and future of the vulnerable small nation depends on 
collaboration within the country: 
RACIAL HARMONY IS BUILDING 
These hopes and memories are the pillars of Racial Harmony because they inspire us 
to continue forging a common identity and build upon experiences which bring us 
together. This deepens our mutual understanding and enables us to build rapport with 
our friends and neighbours in the community … We need to forge closer bonds with 
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our friends, neighbours and community so we can join our hopes and shared 
memories to build our future. (Daipi, July 21, 2011) 
The theme for this year's Total Defence campaign, United We Stand, highlights the 
importance of our collective responses and commitment to stay united as a nation. It 
cannot be overstated that the key to our nation's survival, success and prosperity lie in 
our ability to preserve and maintain racial and religious harmony, and be one united 
people. (Daipi, February 15, 2003) 
NATION IS BUILDING / SOCIETY IS BUILDING 
Leveraging on our shared memories and joint hopes of tomorrow, we will be able to 
build a resilient and united Singapore. (Daipi, July 21, 2011) 
On this foundation, we build our shared memories and joint hopes for the future to 
create a united and resilient Singapore … After we have learnt to embrace this 
diversity, we can then start to know each other better and strive to build our 
community together. (Heng, July 21, 2011) 
And building a good society takes time. The conceptual metaphor of 
BUILDING reifies the notion of the nation.  
… set out 5 key planks that we have to preserve and build for an enduring Singapore 
brand… Keep building bridges between different segments of our society – the youth 
and the elderly, heartlanders and cosmopolitans, locals and foreigners staying in 
Singapore. (Shanmugaratnam, May 23, 2007) 
Because we have constantly reminded ourselves since 1964, Singaporeans have built 
a harmonious multiracial and multi-religious society since our independence … we 
are building a Singapore “as one united people, regardless of race, language, or 
religion”. (Heng, July 21, 2011) 
These are small but important steps in building a cohesive society. Fifty years ago, 
when we attained self-government, our forefathers who came from different countries 
set unity as a cornerstone. Each generation must continue these efforts to ensure a 
secure and peaceful future for themselves to forge nationhood with fellow 
Singaporeans. (Ng, July 21, 2009) 
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Singapore has indeed built a well-integrated and harmonious multi-racial and multi-
religious society since our independence … we must continue to forge a common 
identity and build experiences which bring us together, deepening our mutual 
understanding and enabling us to build rapport with our friends and neighbours in the 
community. (Sim, July 21, 2011) 
Singapore as a brand did not happen overnight. It has been built, consciously and 
unconsciously, over decades. (Shanmugaratnam, May 23, 2007) 
This harmony did not come easy and has taken us more than 40 years to build. (Gan, 
July 20, 2007) 
We have built a precious island where people of all race and religions live in peace. 
We must continue to be vigilant and proactive in our efforts to maintain this social 
cohesion that we have painstakingly built up over the years. (Ng, July 21, 2008) 
Through our shared memories and joint hopes, we will be able to build a home where 
every Singaporean belongs, we will be able to build a more resilient and united 
nation. (Wong, L. July 21, 2011) 
The BUILDING metaphor also reifies the prosperity of the country: 
NATIONAL WEALTH IS BUILDING 
Each of us can make a difference, in building Singapore as a Home that we can be 
proud of. Through the tireless cultivation of goodwill, fellowship, and compassion in 
our multi-racial and multi-religious community, we build our ‘social capital’ which 
will be the true wealth of our nation. (Sim, July 21, 2011) 
BUILDING metaphors typically evoke the metaphor of the HOUSE, 
which may reinforce the notion of the country as home and its connotation as a 
valued place because of its associations with family, origin, security and even 
happiness. The synecdoches of a door and threshold are parts of a house: 
MOE is grateful to your organizations for opening your doors to our students. (Wong, 
A. July 12, 2000) 
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You are now standing at the threshold of an exciting, rewarding and meaningful 
career. (Teo, July 4, 2001) 
In the speeches, the agents who had begun building the nation were the 
earlier generations of the people of Singapore for the present generation of 
youth citizens. The onus of this effort now falls on parents and teachers, with 
the government leading the whole endeavour. 
You need to build up your own knowledge and understanding of Singapore so that 
you can help your pupils if they have questions or doubts. (Teo, July 4, 2001) 
As the ruling political party of Singapore since self-government in 
1959, the PAP is the architect of the new society as well as the engineer of its 
stability, efficiency and performativity. When everyone rallies around it, the 
government can help the nation avert collapse. The call for harmony and 
productivity is a call to uphold the collectivist values and economic priority the 
government espouses – values and concerns that have the potential to shut out 
contestation and entrench its authority. Dismantling the nation as BUILDING, 
however, can also be swift, underscoring the precariousness of the nation 
building endeavour. 
If we fail, all that we have painstakingly built up over decades can unravel and fall 
apart within a few years. But put our best effort into this vital task, and we will 
succeed. (Lee, H.L., May 17, 1997) 
The BUILDING metaphor helps to reproduce the moments of nation 
building and the government’s legitimacy at the same time. Alternative 
propositions such as SOCIETY IS DE-CONSTRUCTION of hegemonic 
beliefs and values that limit other possibilities; or NATION IS TEARING 
DOWN structural barriers to opportunities across social categories, are not 
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entertained, and hence made inconceivable and untenable because of their 
absence. On the one hand, while ideologies of unity – be these found in an 
organization’s mission, vision and values statements or in a government’s 
nation building rhetoric – are forms of hegemonic discourse which may 
suppress differences and alternative points of views from marginalized publics; 
on the other hand, metaphors of COLLABORATION and BUILDING 
intersubjective understandings among citizens can provide the foundation of 
strong co-constructing of the nation. The challenge is to discern where the 
organisation’s and the government’s interests end and where the public and 
citizens interests begin. 
The metaphor of JOURNEY. The JOURNEY metaphors take off 
from where the CONTAINER and BUILDING metaphors have laid the 
foundation of a cohesive and harmonious society. In the domain of nation 
building, these metaphors of MOTION can accomplish two major effects: 
(a) They allow harking back to the past and allude to a future destination at the 
same time across locations: 
REMEMBERING IS A JOURNEY 
that entails moving backwards in time — 
Some of you may wonder and ask “Why do we choose to remind ourselves of these 
very painful memories?  After all, these events are past, surely Singapore can move 
on now?” 
— in space 
Rivervale has organised an NE Heritage Island-wide Trail which invites students from 
other primary schools to participate in an exploration of Singapore’s unique aesthetic, 
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cultural, and historical heritage at prominent landmarks and other locations island-
wide. 
— in both time and space 
By going on an island-wide trail, Rivervale students not only travel through the 
physical landscape of Singapore; but also explore the rich history and stories 
surrounding Singapore’s past. (Heng, July 21, 2011) 
The multiplicity of forward and backward motions in time and space in order 
to capture a sense of a place and a people’s identity in it tells of the dynamic 
and complex processes in the forming of a nation. The students, however, will 
find that the journeys all point to a constant set of values espoused by the same 
regime of truth for the past 50 years. The metaphor of JOURNEY in the corpus 
suggests that the government wants citizens to embrace a constant set of 
values.  
Public relations situating itself in the flows of time and space, 
memories and identities can help people, particularly disadvantaged publics, 
find their (own, different) voices, identities and values in the multiplicities of 
relations, identities and the values. Nonetheless, the exhortation for youth to go 
on journeys that appear more like pilgrimages gives the impression that the 
process of discovery is purposeful, instructive, necessary, enlightening, and for 
these reasons, is to be continuous — 
RACIAL HARMONY IS A JOURNEY 
Rivervale’s NE Heritage Trail allows the participants to learn about the culture, 
practices and stories from Singapore’s diverse racial community. When we learn 
about how the various races have played a part in shaping the Singapore Story, we 
begin to appreciate that the Singapore we live in today did not come to exist by 
chance … Beyond this, we can also go further by exploring and learning more about 
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the cultures and heritage of our neighbours. This will allow us to realise the 
importance of respecting the differences between different communities and allow us 
to celebrate our similarities as Singaporeans. Heng, July 21, 2011) 
 In our journey towards nation building, we are always mindful that harmony among 
the different races is a key factor behind Singapore’s success … our important racial 
harmony journey will be a long road with no end-point as there is no ideal state of 
racial harmony. However, the ongoing journey in improving our understanding and 
relations with each other through our common spaces must go on. (Chan, July 16, 
2005) 
We have indeed come a long way as our people become culturally more sensitive and 
respectful of all races. (Lui, July 20, 2007) 
NATIONAL COHESION IS A JOURNEY 
Beyond this, we can also go further by exploring and learning more about the cultures 
and heritage of our neighbours. This will allow us to realise the importance of 
respecting the differences between different communities and allow us to celebrate 
our similarities as Singaporeans. (Daipi, July 20, 2011) 
— spiritual even, with the condition that the citizen-pilgrims band and travel 
together with their government: 
NATIONAL VALUES ARE A JOURNEY 
It is the Singapore Spirit that has sustained us so far on our journey of 43 years. It is 
this spirit that has stitched our social fabric in harmony, united us in adversity and 
propelled us to what we are today. (Lui, August 2, 2008) 
(b) Nation building is also about moving forward in time — 
NATIONAL EDUCATION IS A JOURNEY 
… the main aim of Learning Journeys was to instill pride about Singapore’s 
achievements in our students, help them understand how Singapore has overcome our 
constraints and challenges, build their confidence in our future, and nurture a sense of 
belonging to Singapore. (Fu, August 28, 2008) 
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And in space — 
There is also the Learning Journey Programme, which was launched in 1998. Students 
visit key government institutions like the Parliament House, URA, and also important 
facilities like the PSA. Through these visits, students come to grips with the 
constraints Singapore face in terms of size and resources … I would like to assure the 
members of this house that as we embark on implementing the changes we will not 
neglect values education and character development. (Daipi, November 26, 2002) 
Every Learning Journey undertaken by our students is an important experience that 
makes their learning more concrete and meaningful. Our hope is that by visiting key 
installations and institutions in Singapore, students will be better able to appreciate 
what they have learnt in textbooks … The first hand encounters through learning 
journeys offer immense potential for our students to experience and learn about the 
Singapore Story. (Fu, August 28, 2008) 
… as students progress from primary to secondary level, they should advance from 
just knowing the basic facts of our nation’s history to understanding how Singapore is 
evolving in the present and the current challenges confronting Singapore. As they 
move from secondary to post-secondary levels, it is worthwhile for them to ponder the 
possible futures for Singapore … It is useful for our young to think about these issues, 
and arrive at their own reasoned conclusions about what future they want for 
Singapore. (Lui, 2007) 
The core group of teachers who started the journey of customising resources for their 
students since 2005 has sparked innovation amongst other teachers to improve the 
content and delivery of NE, inspiring and motivating them. (Zulkifli, July 20, 2007) 
I congratulate both the Committee on NE and the NE Review Study Team and for 
their work in articulating the new directions for NE. (Shanmugaratnam, August 14, 
2007) 
These motions entail effort that should not ever stop, lest the nation comes to a 
standstill and perishes. The metaphor is biased to upward mobility as an index 
of progress (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980) and strength, and points to the 
underlying metaphorical concepts that MOVEMENT IS GOOD and that 
GOOD IS UP: 
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We cannot stand still - standing still is not an option. We are not riding on an 
escalator. We cannot just hop on board and hope to enjoy a ride to the top. We have to 
keep climbing, and it is a hard climb, with the ever present risk of falling behind or 
falling off. We will be running the race of our life. How we do in this race will 
determine the kind of home we will have in the future. (Teo, June 3, 1997) 
As we embark on this journey, we must constantly evaluate and ask if we are on the 
right course. (Heng, November 8, 2011) 
But even then, we have not arrived. We need to continue to work hard to preserve 
racial and religious harmony, and to seek new ways to expand the common space 
among different ethnic and religious groups. (Gan, July 20, 1997) 
Wherever the journeys take the youth, the destination must always be the 
nation as home – 
After ten to fifteen years of education, all students should know the facts about 
Singapore and feel attached to Singapore, their best home. Those likely to go on to 
play leadership roles later should at least have had some preliminary preparation for 
their responsibilities. (Lee, H.L., May 17, 1997) 
As our nation progresses, our unique Singaporean identity, shared values and heritage 
will be our greatest resource to ensure that Singapore remains Home, regardless of 
where we are. (Lui, July 21, 2008) 
Given the growing opportunities for Singaporeans to live, work and study abroad, it is 
especially important for the youths to appreciate and love Singapore - so that they will 
regard Singapore as their home no matter how far they journey and how long they are 
away. (Lui, August 2, 2008) 
(c) The JOURNEY metaphors point to the diverse and endless opportunities 
for working, studying, living locally and abroad:  
OPPORTUNITIES ARE A JOURNEY / LOVE IS A JOURNEY 
Singaporeans are emerging as the foreign talent of choice among employers in Asia, 
or venturing out to seize their own opportunities. More Singaporeans will work, travel 
and live in other parts of the world. (Shanmugaratnam, August 14, 2007) 
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Given the growing opportunities for Singaporeans to live, work and study abroad, it is 
especially important for the youths to appreciate and love Singapore - so that they will 
regard Singapore as their home no matter how far they journey and how long they are 
away. (Lui, August 2, 2008) 
… the main aim of Learning Journeys was to instil pride about Singapore’s 
achievements in our students, help them understand how Singapore has overcome our 
constraints and challenges, build their confidence in our future, and nurture a sense of 
belonging to Singapore. (Fu, August 28, 2008) 
… may all of us resume our journey forward with hope and determination, as 
individuals and families, as a nation together and as part of the global community. 
(Lee, H.L., January 9, 2005) 
We must nurture and support individuals who want to venture out and break new 
ground. (Shanmugaratnam, May 23, 2007) 
But it is entirely within ourselves to meet these challenges, and move ahead… This is 
why we are recognising more talents in education, and creating many diverse paths, 
many niches of excellence dotted around the island, and many customised 
programmes within schools to meet all abilities. Whichever path a student takes, 
whether academically-focused or practice-based, we will make sure that it is well-
resourced. We will also ensure that students have the flexibility to bridge over to other 
paths, and never feel constrained in their aspirations by the paths they take. 
(Shanmugaratnam, August 8, 2007) 
The implication is that the speaker and the political party he represents, are 
enabling these opportunities. 
As the producer of the metaphor and its entailments, the tacit 
understanding is that the government is the driver of these journeys, the agent 
that has led the population in the past to the present success, and will probably 
be able to shepherd citizens towards future possibilities. Accordingly, the 
citizens should rise to meet these possibilities. In other words, these 
JOURNEY metaphors position its producers as the guide and hope for its 
citizens. The references to the past, present and future throughout which the 
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government is involved, serve to strengthen its omnipresence, authority and 
legitimacy. 
The metaphor of REMEMBERING. As illustrated in the JOURNEY 
metaphors, nation building discourse in Singapore often starts with reference to 
the past and how the present is a sensible response to past events. National 
education is a memory project writ large. In his address to teachers in 1996, 
Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong reminded Singaporeans that, 
We cannot afford to have a new generation grow up ignorant of the basic facts of how 
we became a nation, and the principles of meritocracy and multi-racialism which 
underpin our entire society and political culture … If our young do not know our past, 
they will not understand how to hold multi-racial Singapore together, why we must 
give each ethnic community in Singapore an equal place, and why we must help one 
another to do better. They will take the peace and prosperity that they have seen all 
their lives to be the natural state of affairs, a given. They will not know how quickly 
things can go wrong, especially if there is a prolonged recession with deep 
unemployment, when everyone begins to fight for a piece of the shrinking pie, and 
cracks appear along racial lines. (Goh, September 8,1996) 
Laced with overtones of economic and political vulnerability, the 
extract points to a conceptual metaphor SURVIVAL IS REMEMBERING, 
showing how the two ideas of survival and memory are made relatable. Where 
remembering becomes an imperative for peace and stability –  
RACIAL HARMONY IS REMEMBERING 
… we make an effort to remember this day to remind us that racial and religious 
harmony must not be taken for granted. If we forget, there is a risk that tragedies of 
the past can occur again … Because we have constantly reminded ourselves since 
1964, Singaporeans have built a harmonious multiracial and multi-religious society 
since our independence… 
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Each year, on 21st July, we come together to remember the tragic events which led to 
the racial riots of 1964. On that day, a total of 36 people were killed and 556 were 
injured … Racial Harmony Day is a day to remind us of the need to continue to foster 
meaningful relationships with the people around us. (Daipi, July 21, 2011) 
for establishing belongingness – 
NATION BUILDING / SINGAPORE IS REMEMBERING 
Through our shared memories and joint hopes, we will be able to build a home where 
every Singaporean belongs; we will be able to build a more resilient and united nation 
… a home is also a place where we have memories of the past, and hopes for the 
future… we remember what happened 47 years ago. We remind ourselves of what we 
have been through together as a people and as a nation, and how we got to where we 
are today. (Wong, L. July 21, 2011) 
It is the place where our hopes for the future are realised and where our shared 
memories of the past give us a sense of belonging, together with our friends, families 
and loved ones. (Daipi, July 21, 2011) 
for national identity and ultimately, survival – 
SURVIVAL IS REMEMBERING 
Amnesia is not an option. We cannot pretend that incidents involving race and 
religion never happened. They are part of our history … And we have been so 
successful that sometimes we forget that the underlying realities endure, and have not 
gone away. (Lee, H.L. May 17, 1997) 
Whilst the call is for stories to come forth from all citizens and 
groupings, caution must also be that the Singapore Story does not supplant all 
other voices. The State metanarrative of the Singapore Story is all-embracing 
and co-opting of every voice, social relation and way of life until these get 
articulated into the discursive formation,   and until the choice of which 
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historical milestone or personality to note and remember is so naturalised that 
grassroots narratives get built and integrated into it.  
We must also do more to tap on the knowledge and experiences of parents, the alumni 
and people from all walks of life in the community. People who collectively make the 
Singapore Story a precious and unique one … At the end of the day, it is what you 
and I feel and what our young feel about this country, the values and qualities of 
society that we hold dear and the contributions we make to society that will write the 
next chapter of the Singapore Story. (Shanmugaratnam, August 14, 2007) 
The Singapore Story appropriated into the 58 political speeches on national 
education becomes the discourse for legitimizing the ruling political party. The 
caveat which not every general citizen or young student of history may realize 
is that the “past is contested ground in which numerous interpretations 
compete” (Coffin, 2006, p.3). Historical facts are interpretations, selected, 
foregrounded and framed from a point of view. As a legitimization tool, the 
official history of Singapore helps build a case for its producers’ policies and 
practices, past, present and future.  
Singaporeans need to understand these realities, to work together and support the 
policies that are necessary to deal with them. (Lee H. L., May 17, 1997) 
Along with national symbols like the flag, and practices such as the 
daily singing of the national anthem and the recitation of the pledge, young 
Singaporeans are told that they should also remember the institutions, values 
and practices that make Singapore successful: 
… a new Social Studies subject … will cover issues central to Singapore's survival 
and success - our principles of governance, the strategies that have brought Singapore 
here, the role of key institutions like the SAF, HDB, CPF, EDB and NTUC, and our 
future challenges. (Lee H. L., May 17, 1997) 
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The practices and structures are emblems of nationalism which are pervasive, 
automatic and banal (Billig, 1995). These social practices and structures are 
created by the ruling government. Remembering them as the nation’s ways of 
survival entails affirming the practices and structures and remembering the 
producer of these practices and structures. The government becomes 
synonymous with nationalism and survival.  There cannot be a more potent 
strategy of legitimation than regular appeal to a fundamental need and fear of 
life or death and a positioning of itself as leading the people from fear and 
annihilation. 
The call to hold on to the Singapore Story and continually re-present it 
is a call to constantly remember the genesis of having to build a nation from 
scratch, to repeatedly reproduce the narrative of vulnerability, the physical 
wants and threats and reiterate the necessity of the government producing the 
discourse. Remembering helps foster and reinforce a garrison mentality and a 
“defensive unity” (Chong, 2010, p. 508) among citizens who would stand by 
the government striving to ensure the nation’s viability and who do so as long 
as the metanarrative is sustained. The political myth of the Singapore Story is 
essential for the survival of the nation and the government as the producer of 
the myth.  
Public relations practitioners producing and reproducing success stories 
on behalf of sponsoring organizations need to bear in mind that stories are 
perspectival and that recalling some stories may marginalize or even erase 
other memories. Critical culture practitioners will seek out the unheard stories 
of marginalized publics. The challenge is to explore and co-articulate with 
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citizens, especially the people with the least opportunities to voice their own 
values, what life is like for them in the city-state of Singapore.  
The metaphor of SEEING. Following Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980) 
conceptualization of understanding as a form of vision as in 
UNDERSTANDING IS SEEING, the variation here is that leading is seeing 
and seeing into the future (Charteris-Black, 2007). More significant is how the 
government is assumed to have this ability to see into the future as 
LEADERSHIP IS ENVISIONING: 
Our leaders must have the vision and provide the direction for the nation. They must 
have the necessary skills to mobilise the people to meet future challenges. Weak 
leadership, the wrong policies, or corrupt politicians or public servants will spell 
doom for our nation. (Teo, June 3, 1997) 
What we see around us is not the natural state of affairs and we must never take this 
for granted. It is the result of a great vision, meticulous planning and careful 
implementation, a can-do spirit and sheer hard work that has made this River and 
Singapore what they are today. (Lui, July 27, 2007) 
In another instance of metaphor mixing, the conceptual metaphors of 
SEEING and VALUES interact with the insistence that citizens must share the 
same vision and value-set as the government. They need to embrace the values 
of unity, standing for one another and the government and be willing to 
tirelessly work hard towards the vision. The call for standing behind the 
government intensifies. 
We need to build a shared vision for Singapore in the 21st Century, and work towards 
achieving our vision of Singapore. (Teo, June 3, 1997) 
We must look beyond our differences and focus on our common, unique identity as 
Singaporeans to look for commonalities that make us uniquely Singaporean… We 
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must continue to look at what more we can do as individuals and as a society, in order 
to strengthen the multi-racial fabric of our nation. (Lui, July 20, 2007) 
… when we stand united as one people, seeing each one of us as Singaporean and not 
as an Indian, a Malay, Chinese or Eurasian, we become stronger like the bundle of 
five sticks and we can succeed. (Zulkifli, July 20, 2007) 
As pointed out by Charteris-Black (2007) in his analysis of the rhetoric 
of Singapore’s first prime minister, Lee Kuan Yew, the vision in the 
conceptual metaphor LEADERSHIP IS ENVISIONING / SEEING reveals a 
set of collectivist beliefs which helps the PAP government strengthen and 
legitimise its authority.  
Public relations in its democracy-promoting role (Moloney, 2006) can 
bring attention to alternative meanings which the dominant conceptual 
metaphors may have concealed, augment the semantics of the LEADERSHIP 
IS ENVISIONING / SEEING metaphor and enhance government-citizen 
relations by calling for more discussion in the public sphere to ascertain what 
and who else can also constitute leadership for Singapore. 
The metaphor of MORALITY.  If legitimization is “an invitation to a 
shared perception of values” (Charteris-Black, 2007, p. 49), then the 
conceptual metaphors pertaining to internalizing the communitarian values the 
ruling elite advocates serve to reinforce that group’s legitimacy. Throughout 
the speeches, the concern is for the individual to imbibe the government’s 
stated values and ideologies such that they becombe instinctual.  
To the producers of these metaphors, the instinct of survival can be 
taught and cultivated in schools:  
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MOE (Ministry of Education) has also developed and implemented the National 
Education programme since 1997, which aims to build national cohesion and 
inculcate the instinct for survival and confidence in the future. (Daipi, May 21, 2002) 
National Education aims to develop national cohesion, the instinct for survival and 
confidence in our future... we must equip them with the basic attitudes, values and 
instincts which make them Singaporeans. (Lee, H.L., May 17, 1997) 
Outside the context of those speeches, instincts are typically understood as a 
skill that one knows viscerally or enacts without having to consciously master 
it. To speak of instincts as though they can be cultivated, developed, fostered 
or foisted upon, points again to the government’s conceptualisation of nation 
building: nationhood and patriotism are constructible, imagined on the terms a 
government develops. The instincts may start off as feelings, to be internalized 
by every citizen eventually, the assumption being that if one feels love and 
loyalty for the country, even if one doesn’t “know” it too well, then one is also 
persuaded by its ideology and stories, buys into these and is eventually co-
opted into building the nation in the desired way.  
NATION BUILDING IS VALUES 
IS INTERNALIZING VALUES 
We have something valuable here – our family and friends, our hopes and dreams, our 
home and nation … To preserve the trust and understanding among our different 
communities, all of us must feel a sense of belonging to our country, and be proud of 
calling Singapore our home. (Wong, July 21, 2011) 
IS CULTIVATING VALUES 
Through the cultivation of goodwill, fellowship and sympathy, we will benefit as a 
nation by building up our ‘social capital’ amongst all who make up our community. 
(Daipi, July 21, 2011) 
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IS LEARNING VALUES 
Japan is a tightly-knit, cohesive and group-oriented society, with a long history and a 
strong sense of unique identity. Yet Japanese schools start early to teach pupils 
Japanese culture, values, history and geography, and even the politics and economics 
of Japan. As pupils get older, they also learn about the cultures and histories of other 
countries. In so doing, they understand even better what makes them uniquely 
Japanese. (Lee, H.L., May 17, 1997) 
… we must continue to emphasise common values and further develop our common 
Singaporean identity. (Lui, July 21, 2008) 
NATION BUILDING STORIES ARE VALUES 
The IRHC (Inter-Religious Harmony Circle) has produced storybooks for children 
with universal values of the different religions since 2005. This year’s storybook, ‘A 
Giving Heart’ is filled with stories and fables that exhibit the values of sharing and 
giving, compiled from the major religious communities in Singapore. (Zulkifli, July 
20, 2007) 
The values take on moral overtones and it becomes not only a 
pragmatic but also an ethical imperative to embrace the values publicly 
espoused. The metaphors tell that those moral values are edifying:  
So as we celebrate our National Day, we do more than celebrate our independence, 
we also celebrate the Singapore Spirit. We celebrate our pride in our country’s 
sovereignty, our history and our achievements. We celebrate the qualities of our 
society that unite us as Singaporeans and the difference that each one of us can make 
to this island we call home. (Ng, August 8, 2008) 
... Our students spend the greater part of their formative years in school, and we would 
do well to continue to leverage on the resources and opportunities presented by their 
time in schools to inculcate a deep understanding of Racial Harmony and what it truly 
means to be Singaporean in their daily lives. (Lui, July 21, 2008) 
But at the same time, conflictual if not upheld: 
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Values like loyalty to the country, compassion for the community and friends, 
perseverance and moral integrity will stand our youth in good stead. For in the end, 
Singapore will have won a 'battle' but lost the 'war' if the next generation of 
Singaporeans grow up smarter in the head but 'weaker' in their hearts. (Daipi, 
November 26, 2002) 
The conceptual metaphor of MORALITY tells of a rhetorical strategy of 
identification (Burke, 1950). It helps to rally citizens around an ideology and 
the notion that nation building around the values implicit in the ideology is a 
worthy endeavour. Citizens should also note though that the conceptual 
metaphor not only helps to legitimise the political leadership that champions 
the values espoused, the metaphor also occludes other beliefs, values and 
points of view. For every idea that a conceptual metaphor highlights, it hides or 
excludes another. Metaphors of MORALITY are powerful metaphors. They 
serve to validate and intensify the other metaphors. Embracing the political 
party’s metaphors becomes a matter of right and wrong. Citizens do right when 
they embrace the government’s policies, structures, values, edifices, memories 
a, stories, vision, and journey, and, by implication, wrong if they do not 
embrace the ideology.  
The metaphor of CULTIVATION. The metaphors of 
CULTIVATION stem from the schema of agriculture, and prime (Charteris-
Black, 2012) the metaphor of MORALITY in that they actuate this normative 
metaphor. The values or morality are the seeds to be sown while youth are the 
saplings to be nurtured with the desired values. The government and its 
proxies, schoolteachers, are the farmers, as such. This puts agency and its 
corollary legitimacy firmly with the government in engendering the values it 
desires. 
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As we persist in our efforts to build a nation by rooting and bonding its people with 
shared ideals and values. (Ng, November 2, 2010) 
The fear is that loyal citizens may lose their moral compasses in a 
world of competing ideas and values. Citizenship education as the government 
prescribes it, will ensure that the desired instincts and values, particularly, 
loyalty to the country, are held. The metaphors, NATIONAL IDENTITY IS 
ROOTEDNESS and NATIONAL IDENTITY IS CULTIVATION bring forth 
these ideas:  
National Education is necessary to reinforce national instincts and citizenship values 
so that our students remain rooted to the country as they spread their economic wings 
overseas. (Chan, March 27, 2002) 
… if the roots are deep and his homing instincts strong, we can take the boy out of the 
country, but we will never take the country out of the boy… we must endeavour to 
help each generation of young Singaporeans develop a robust sense of their national 
identity and cultural heritage as well as a sense of belonging and an emotional 
rootedness to Singapore and home. (Lui, August 8, 2007) 
… just as the branches remain connected to the tree, we too, remain connected to each 
other. We are united in one common destiny in this small nation of ours. 
(Shanmugaratnam, August 8, 2007) 
If countries like Japan and the US, with long histories and deep roots, have found it 
essential to pass on national instincts systematically from generation to generation, all 
the more Singapore, a young country barely one generation old, must make a 
concerted effort to imbue the right values and instincts in the psyche of our young. 
(Lee, H.L., May 17, 1997) 




This plan offers you opportunities to grow and develop according to your interests, 
abilities and aspirations … Each generation of Singaporeans has to re-dedicate itself 
to this effort and plant the seeds for the benefit of the next generation. As teachers, 
you hold in your hands the power to inspire our young to plant new trees, so that their 
children may enjoy the fruits. (Teo, July 4, 2001) 
As in other conceptual metaphors, the metaphor of CULTIVATION is laced 
with overtones of struggle, labour and insecurity.  
… the trunk and roots must be strong, so that the tree is not uprooted in the squalls 
that come with a global world. (Shamugaratnam, August 14, 2007) 
Linked to the metaphor of JOURNEY, the metaphor of CULTIVATION 
involves time and reflection. Like all the other metaphors, the metaphor of 
CULTIVATION indicates that nation building takes effort and patience. 
Enduring challenges ensures success.  
As we embark on this journey, we must constantly evaluate and ask if we are on the 
right course. It will be useful, though to remember the saying that it takes ten years to 
grow a tree and a hundred years to develop an individual … If you are planting a 
bamboo tree you have to, of course, choose the correct spot, get the soil ready, and 
water and fertilise it regularly. But nothing happens in the first few weeks. Indeed, 
even after a year of watering, nothing happens. Actually, nothing happens even after 
four years!  The fact is that the bamboo tree remains underground during the first four 
years and then shoots up to a height of 24 to 27 metres in the fifth year!  Unseen, deep 
underneath, the roots are taking shape and the tree is growing. (Heng, November 8, 
2011) 
The metaphor of LABOUR. Not only does nation building take effort 
and time, it is also a precarious undertaking. This precariousness underlines the 
vulnerability of the nation state in maintaining its sovereignty and prosperity. 
Nation building has got to be an ongoing and continuous effort in order to 
ensure survival. The prevailing threat of extinction is based on the assumption 
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that nation building and economic success can only come with continuous hard 
work and supporting the policies (and the government policy-maker) directing 
that effort; again reinforcing the legitimacy of the producer of the policies and 
its discourse.  
With the hard work of the last three decades, we have forged a nation and provided a 
good life for our people. (Teo, June 3, 1997) 
The peace and stability that we enjoy today is the result of years of efforts in 
strengthening our tolerance and understanding of the various races. We will have to 
continue to work hard on it. (Teo, July 20, 2002) 
The work of maintaining racial harmony is not done by just setting aside a day to ask 
all Singaporeans to live together peacefully. (Teo, July 19, 2003) 
No one handed us success. Everything we have, we have created through our own 
efforts as citizens. (Shanmugaratnam, August 6, 2004)  
Looking back at the past four decades of nation building, it is evident that harmony in 
a multi-racial society like Singapore is not an entitlement, but the result of conscious 
and concerted efforts by our people. (Chan, July 16, 2005) 
In times of peace, we must continue to work hard to build up this social fabric so that 
in times of uncertainty, we can stand united against external threats and challenges. 
(Gan, July 20, 2007) 
The efforts by schools and parents have been highly encouraging, but we know that 
more work can still be done. And this can certainly be done with fun, meaningful, 
interaction and learning. (Chan, July 16, 2005) 
What we see around us is not the natural state of affairs and we must never take this 
for granted. It is the result of a great vision, meticulous planning and careful 
implementation, a can-do spirit and sheer hard work that has made this River and 
Singapore what they are today. We reap the fruits of that labour – a different quality 
of life, a sparkling city with apartments in place of shipyards, cafes, restaurants and 
skyscrapers in place of old warehouses, greenery in place of sludge and filth. Only 
those who are incurably nostalgic would yearn for those bygone sights and smells and 
yet, it is a segment of our history that is worth preserving, memories worth 
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safeguarding. In part, it is to help each new generation trace the changes that were 
painstakingly wrought in order that all Singaporeans may have a better life. (Lui, July 
27, 2007) 
We must continue to be vigilant and proactive in our efforts to maintain this social 
cohesion that we have painstakingly built up over the years. (Ng, July 20, 2008) 
We believe in hard work, and treasure the fact that all of us, regardless of background, 
have the chance to improve our lives based on our own efforts. At the same time, we 
are a just and compassionate society, where the more successful reach out to help the 
less fortunate and where we seek to create opportunities and hope for all 
Singaporeans. (Ng, August 8, 2008) 
We must constantly remind ourselves that racial harmony is a precious gift that did 
not come by chance, and one that we have to work hard to preserve, together hand-in-
hand. (Fu, July 21, 2010) 
As a nation, we have overcome many hardships and challenges to achieve the peace 
and harmony that we enjoy today. It is important to realise that the racial harmony we 
enjoy today did not come easily, and is something we must work hard at to maintain. 
(Zulkifli, July 21, 2010) 
The conceptual metaphor of LABOUR illustrates that tremendous 
effort is needed for nation building as well as the importance of sustaining the 
effort so that the present and future generations of citizens can continue to 
enjoy the fruits of the effort laid down by the pioneer generation. Eternalising a 
meaning through discourse is another modality for reifying an ideology 
(Thompson, 1990). Conveyed by government officials, the metaphor serves to 
underscore the need for themselves as the people leading the mega effort of 
nation building to continue with their values and leadership.  
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ENLARGING THE DISCOURSE ABOUT THE NATION 
The twin overarching constructs of survival and precarity in this study 
echo Charteris-Black’s (2007) analysis of the leadership communication of 
Singapore’s first prime minister, Lee Kuan Yew. Charteris-Black analysed 
Lee’s nation building speeches from 1959 to 1998, over a span of time that 
covers more than the first half of the Independence years. Charteris-Black’s 
analysis revealed the conceptual metaphors of SURVIVAL IS SPORTING 
SUCCESS, SURVIVAL IS ENERGY and SURVIVAL IS CONTROL. He 
found a conflation between the metaphorical choices in Lee’s speeches and his 
personal beliefs and values, arguing that the conceptual metaphors in Lee’s 
public communication were manifestations of the “complex psychologies” of 
the leader himself (p.187).  
Charteris-Black’s and this present analysis highlight the importance of 
context in which a discourse is situated and the need to take on a historical 
perspective in understanding a discursive formation. Context illuminates the 
conditions for the emergence of a discourse and other social practices that 
ensue from that discourse. This not only underscores the contingency of 
discourses but also accounts for the emergence of counter-hegemonic 
discourses when the context changes. In other words, exploring the conditions 
of possibility illustrates the contingency of a truth regime and makes room for 
the possibility of resistance and change (Foucault, 1981). In the early years of 
the anti-colonial movement and Independence, when the people of Singapore 
no longer wanted to live under colonial rule but to eke out a way of life on their 
terms, survival and the conceptual metaphors it engenders were a compelling 
proposition. These notions of Singapore as being vulnerable and exceptional 
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were present in Charteris-Black’s corpus, and recur in the current dataset. I 
argue, however, that in the context of having been driven by that proposition 
and achieving first-world status within one generation but also one of the 
world’s highest income inequalities, the proposition may no longer seem 
tenable. I suggest that exploring the meanings of the nation from the citizenry 
including some vulnerable youth living on the margins, can inform the next set 
of conceptual metaphors for a responsive government; and that the change in 
the discourse can precipitate change in the structures and eventually, make for 
change in society. Co-constructing the nation with vulnerable youth then 
supplies the premise for developing the next set of pertinent conceptual 
metaphors and discourse. The public relations practitioner can deploy her 
research and organisational skills and contribute to nation building by 
enlarging the discursive space for co-constructing the nation with publics on 
the margins. 
The current analysis bore out a view of a reality constituted of a set of 
ideas and discourses that imbricate with one another to form a coherent and 
distinct presentation of the government’s ideas, values and beliefs through the 
discursive strategy of metaphor mixing and priming (Charteris-Black, 2012). In 
identifying the metaphorical patterns of encoding ideology in texts, the analyst 
uncovers the ways by which a ruling political party communicates, legitimises 
and foregrounds its interests in discourse. The interpretations suggest that 
critical discourse analysis, specifically critical metaphor analysis, can unveil 
the interests of the government in its creation of a truth regime. In brief, 
metaphors are a technology of nation building as well as a legitimisation for 
the leader of that endeavour. 
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The CCA framework extends the theoretical implications of the 
findings by relating the metaphors identified here to the structures put in place 
in Singapore society. The national education programme is one such structure. 
CCA guides the critical researcher to also look to the culture of the people, tap 
into this culture and bring out the agency of the people by opening the space 
for their voices, metaphors and values. In other words, where CMA shows up 
the delimiting nature of dominant metaphors, CCA calls for a new set of 
metaphors drawn from co-constructing the nation with the people.  
The discourse analysis here also shows that schools are the site of 
nation building. This points to the importance the political leadership places on 
youth and cultivating them to sustain the country’s success by reproducing the 
values and practices the leadership endorses. Youth and teachers are seen to be 
the agents of nation building. The speeches are speckled with happy stories of 
how school children have embraced the government’s vision of the nation. In 
turning to a group of youth outside the context of the school to hear out how 
the nation is actually lived directly by the youth themselves, I obtain another 
view of the nation, which can lead to different understandings of nation 
building. I share their stories in the next chapter.  
This part of the investigation is predicated on the argument that “people 
in power get to impose their metaphors” (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, p.157), and 
that metaphors “can contribute to a situation where they privilege one 
understanding of reality over others” (Chilton, 1996, p.74). The beauty of 
conceptual metaphors for the power-group is that, after a while, the metaphors 
become naturalised and the hearers respond to them as given. Over time, they 
then become tools of hegemonic discourse. Public relations practitioners in the 
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business of persuasion should realise the potency of metaphors in their 
communications. They should be alert to the concepts that are produced by 
organisations, and habitually bandied about by themselves in the bid to 
legitimise the former’s propositions and actions, and to co-opt publics. In short, 
public relations practitioners need to attend to the unattended.  
In the next chapter, I attempt to pay heed to the tacit, concealed and 
lesser known voices by seeking out the perspectives of a group of at-risk youth 
on what living in Singapore is like for them, and what their difficulties and 
their hopes are. Our co-constructions will forge another trajectory of discourse 
about the nation and will reveal a construct that can interact with the dominant 
discourse to productive ends. 
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS II 
SINGAPORE STORIES:  
VOICES OF TROUBLED YOUTH  
One way to pay attention to the unattended is to turn to voices not 
immediately associated with nation building – those of youth whose lifeworld 
consists of structures, practices and other social moments that pertain more 
directly to the disciplinary and judiciary structures as compared to their peers 
from lower risk backgrounds and histories. In this chapter, I turn to a group of 
at-risk youth living in welfare homes to explore slivers of their lifeworld and 
how their stories can inform understandings of nation building in Singapore.  
While citizenship education researchers in Singapore have elicited the 
viewpoints of youth about their experience of national education in school, 
these viewpoints have come from elite and mainstream students, on the 
pedagogical effectiveness of national education in school, or from students in 
less prestigious educational tracks, but again, still located in the context of the 
classroom (Ho, 2012; Ho, Sim & Alviar-Martin, 2011; Ho, Alviar-Martin, Sim 
& Yap, 2011; Sim, 2013). In this part of the research project, I venture outside 
the context of the classroom and pedagogy to plug directly into other contexts 
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and systems in the lifeworld of my respondents. In other words, I situate my 
research in a more expansive realm where structures besides the education 
system interplay with one another and the events of everyday living. This part 
of the research project is an endeavour to forge a discursive space for youth at 
the margins and to expand the avenues for their participation in nation 
building.  
In covering the lifeworld or everyday experience (Chouliaraki & 
Fairclough, 1999) of my respondents, the scope of the research encompasses 
the culture of some at-risk youth in Singapore – including the norms and 
mentalities that govern their behaviour (Geertz, 1973), and the resources, 
situations, practices, discourses and habitus these marginalised youth employ 
or assume in their daily interactions. The assumption is that the identity of the 
participants, including their national identity, is dynamic, context-dependent 
and lends itself to various forms of meaning-making, according to the context 
(Wodak, de Cillia, Reisig & Liebhart, 2009).  
My interviews with a group of 25 youth from troubled backgrounds is 
an endeavour to find answers to the second research question: What is the 
discourse about life in Singapore among some at-risk youth?  The interviews 
themselves were guided by three questions: 
• What is life in Singapore like for some at-risk youth?  
• What do they think of Singapore?  
• What are their challenges and their dreams? 
These questions led to a fourth, more analytical one: What can their stories tell 
us about nation building?  A dialectical approach helps to reconcile the inquiry 
at the micrological level with the macro level.  
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The responses from the interviewees are analysed, organised and 




The first stage of coding, called open coding, generated many codes, 
each of which described the processes in the data, line-by-line and word-by-
word even. The segments of coded data then were grouped together 
analytically to form categories. The categories that arose from focussed coding 
in the present corpus are: getting abused; enduring; disclosing; being tracked; 
living at home; living in a welfare home; school; sense of self; being 
Singaporean; future plans; behaving; relationships; responsibilities; and 
freedom. Out of these categories, negotiating emerged as the core category 
accounting for the 14 categories formed through focussed coding. Taken 
together, the categories offer an explanation of how the youth live out their 
disciplinary lifeworld of surveillance, normalisation and examination 
(Foucault, 1977).  
Theoretical Coding 
My coding efforts then moved into the more abstract level of theoretical 
coding. The findings in this study are presented in two phases of theoretical 
coding. The first phase lays the conceptual foundation for the second by 
seeding the concept of discursive empowerment (Ungar, 2004a) in terms of the 
category of enduring. The second and final phase expanded on the concept of 
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discursive empowerment, to engender the idea of negotiating, which eventually 
became the core category of this data analysis. The category of negotiating 
explicates all categories that emerged from the corpus of data more completely 
and more compellingly than the category of enduring. The concepts of 
discursive empowerment and negotiating underscore the potential and realised 
agency of participants in nation building and in their lives in general. The bulk 
of this chapter presents the analysis of the data revolving around the core 
category of negotiating. 
Initial phase of theoretical coding: Enduring as a core category. 
The search for a core category which would pull together all 14 categories into 
a coherent story accounting for most of the phenomena shared and co-
constructed between the interviewees and me, began at my first couple of 
interviews, where the first iteration of theoretical sampling got me hooked to 
freedom as a core category toward which all other categories gravitate in 
capillary formation. Freedom as a concept fitted into the Foucauldian 
exposition on the carceral society, the palpable theoretical context in which I 
could locate this research about the delinquent residents of the two Christian 
welfare homes. And I endeavoured to flesh out the concept of freedom, 
searching out other properties which might not have been completely 
unravelled at those early interviews. As I delved deeper into the coding cycles, 
however, the category of enduring became more prevailing to the extent I 
thought enduring as a category could possibly account for all other categories 
that had emerged thus far from the corpus of data. Subsequently, enduring and 
its corollary properties in the degree, manner and forms with which the youth 
delinquents were navigating their circumstances became a more tenable core 
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category because it was expansive enough to encompass the category of 
freedom and its properties. For instance, openly opposing or walking away 
show that one can no longer endure the present situation and wishes to opt out 
of it in a show of autonomy. Waiting it out is another form of enduring and a 
temporary foregoing of freedom. Serving a sentence in a remand institution is 
as much a mental endurance as it is a physical one. There is no freedom in 
terms of one’s movement and time-control when one is in remand in a confined 
space. Biding one’s time – not necessarily changing one’s attitude or beliefs 
but adapting one’s mindset and practice according to the present situation and 
appearing to conform, at least for the time being – is also enduring. The same 
holds for knowing when it is futile to fight. A fifteen year-old knows he alone 
is unable to fight the judiciary system and the police and institutional care 
system that come with it. Turning around to become disciplined at the back of 
a history of truancy and neglect, is being able to endure and wanting to make 
good of one’s life. Likewise, having to fend for oneself when one’s parents 
have separated and surviving in spite of the dissolution of one’s family are 
aspects of enduring. 
As it turned out, it made more sense for freedom as a category to be 
subsumed under the category of enduring than vice versa. It made more sense 
to think that one could endure restricted movement (lack of freedom) than to 
say that one longed for freedom because one needed to endure it. Enduring was 
selected as a core category because it accounted for many of the categories and 
concepts in the list of the 14 identified.  
My memos supported the effort to further explore the category of 
enduring at the microphysical (day-to-day, individual) level. As mentioned 
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earlier, at this point, I turned to the literature expounding resilience among 
delinquent youth. Foremost in the literature is social work research carried out 
with youth delinquents in North America, Europe and other parts of Asia. The 
literature search helped me figure out how the concepts emerging from my 
corpus fitted into the established field of study in social work. I then imported 
concepts from this discipline into my own field of public relations, suggesting 
we can add value to work on delinquent youth, with our distinct role in society 
as relationship builders and enablers of discourse and dialogue. 
In this connection, the work of constructivist social work scholar, 
Michael Ungar (2004a, 2004b) was instructive. A proponent of resilience as 
discursive empowerment among troubled youth, Ungar moved away from the 
extant view of resilience and hardiness (Liu, Holosko & Lo, 2008) as an 
“optimistic tendency” and as an “active approach to solving problems” and 
similarly related references to resilience as a trait, to defining resilience as a 
process and the “outcome of negotiations between individuals and their 
environments to maintain a self-definition as healthy” (Ungar, 2004b, p. 81). 
At that point, negotiating emerged as a promising conceptual key to 
understanding the voices of the marginalised youth in this study. Negotiating 
most aptly described the processes in which the youth undertook to navigate to 
and from the resources and constraints found in the structures of a social realm 
and enacted in the daily events of their lifeworld. Negotiating also fitted into 
the dialectical ontology of the data and its contexts.    
Final phase of theoretical coding: Constructions of identities as 
negotiating. The eventual storyline and theory for this research emerged in the 
second phase of theoretical coding. When negotiating was identified as the 
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core category, I felt my analysis opening up considerably. My analytic 
propensity expanded. I could fit in more ideas together and integrate them 
more cogently and tightly into a substantive theory. With negotiating as the 
core category, I could account for why an interview supposedly about youth’s 
view of nation building would invariably be layered with and complicated by 
talk about the difficulties they face on a daily basis and how they ended up in a 
welfare home along with their takes on how they ought to conduct their lives, 
their relationships with significant others as well as their aspirations. 
Negotiating as the core category articulating all other categories, is constituted 
by as well as constitutive of an individual’s various selves including his / her 
national identity.  
Among the at-risk youth in this study, constructing the nation as a 
discursive practice (Hall, 1996; Wodak, de Cillia, Reisig & Liebhart, 2009) is 
characterised by negotiating for one’s position and identity. Negotiating as a 
discursive strategy used by the respondents illustrates one aspect of Stuart 
Hall’s definition of the nation as a “symbolic community” (1996, p. 612), 
fashioned out of “systems of cultural representations” (1996, p. 612) and 
narration. A theoretical explanation surfaces: Constructing the nation is a 
discursive practice among some at-risk youth citizens, characterised by 
negotiating for one’s position and identity in specific interactions and social 
situations.  
Constructing and discovering one’s various selves is a communicative 
process that happens when one is relating to others in discourse (Hall, 1985). 
The data in this project show that we form our own identities by how we 
discursively relate to others in different settings, and how each moment of 
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interaction lies in a continuum of negotiating. In this continuum, not having a 
say about a policy, decision or action sits at one end, while contestation lies at 
the other end, with gradations of reticence and speaking up between them.  
The strength of one’s identity can be seen to be contiguous with this 
dynamic continuum so that the more one speaks up, questions, or contests 
another’s decision, action or norm, the more one can assert one’s point of view 
and identity. Expanding the capacity for negotiating thus also augments the 
formation of one’s identity as well as one’s agency. In the context of nation 
building and developing a national identity among at-risk youth, expanding the 
capacity of these youth to negotiate and deliberate about issues in their daily 
living and life in the nation, would then augment their identities and role as 
citizens. In other words, discursive empowerment opens up spaces for 
deliberation and participation in citizenship and nation making. 
The figure below broadly illustrates negotiating as a process running 
along a spectrum of discursive empowerment, from having no say in the non-
negotiating end of the spectrum, through compromise, to the other end of the 
continuum where a youth speaks up about a perceived injustice. The 
contestations these youth shared about, could be in the form of a collective or 
an individual voice. Agency among the respondents can be shown in contesting 
vocally or even in keeping silent. 
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Non-negotiation   Compromise   Peeved Contestation 
Having no-say                Admiting, Sharing   Questioning 
Accepting        Speaking out 
 
Figure 5. Negotiating as gradations of discursive empowerment 
The following analysis presents negotiating as the core category 
articulating 14 other categories and explicating the agency of some at-risk 
youth from two welfare homes in Singapore.  
The logic of dialectics applies here, in consonance with the ontological 
and epistemological understanding of social phenomena as processes and flows 
in this dissertation as well the conceptualisation of public relations as enabling 
a flow of meaningful transactions occurring in the interactions between the 
structures and events of social life (Edwards & Hodges, 2011; Henderson, 
2005). In particular, the macro-micro dialectics I have problematized in this 
dissertation finds consonance in David Harvey’s theory of the interplay of the 
six moments of social life. Harvey (1996) identified six moments or elements 
in the interactions or processes of social life: discourse/language, power, 
beliefs/values/ desires, social relations, institutions/rituals and material 
practices. I have organised the categories that emerged from the data around 
these moments because they capture well the ontological value of each 
category as well as the relations amongst the categories. All social processes 
present a dynamic conceptualisation of human activity where each moment 
interacts with the others, constituting them as it is being constituted by them at 
the same time. For instance, values, beliefs, norms and goals are formulated by 
language; and institutions and the rituals arising from institutions are brought 
into being by material practices and discourse. Power, and its notion of 
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inequitable relationships circulating throughout social life, underlies the other 
five moments. Thus, the tensions between the youth with their sense of self and 
fairness, and the practices of normalisation and surveillance in the institutions, 
rituals and social relations they find themselves in are palpable in my 
conversations with the respondents. The notion of moment suggests that the 
elements flow into one another, “internalising” (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 
1999, p. 6), shaping one another and yet remaining irreducible to one another. 
The dialectical relations amongst the six moments are congruent with the 
interactive and mutually sustaining relations among the categories as well as 
with the interaction of the categories with structures. Framing the relations 
among the categories as dialectical also aligns with the cross-comparison 
movements across data that is characteristic of the abductive analysis in 
grounded theory.  
I shall present the moments and the categories subsumed under them in 
this order: institutions/rituals; material practices; discourse/language; social 
relations and beliefs/values/desires, with the moment of power coursing 
through the other moments and categories. I shall discuss each category 
through the dialectics of these moments of social life. I posit the core category 
of negotiating as both an aspect of discourse and a social practice “suffusing” 
and “saturating” (Harvey, 1996, p. 80) the other categories in the other 
moments, and explicating the categories contained in the moments. The table 
below shows a snapshot of the moments and the categories as I present them: 
Moment Category Core Category 










Discourse/Language Disclosing Negotiating 
Social Relations Relationships Negotiating 
Beliefs/values/desires Enduring 
Freedom 
Sense of Self:  
- Sense of self-
efficacy 
- Sense of justice 
Future Plans 
Negotiating 
Power  All categories Negotiating 
Table 2. Moments and categories  
MOMENTS AND CATEGORIES 
Institutions/Rituals 
I start with institutions because I perceive them to be the base from 
whence the other elements like material practices, discourse and social 
relations are situated and produced. The categories that are captured in the 
moment of institutions are welfare home, school and home. The categories are 
presented according to the prominence they took in my analysis of 
conversations with the youth.  
Welfare home. The welfare home is a place set up alongside State 
policies and institutions that aims to deliver troubled youth from domestic 
violence, parental neglect, truancy and street gangs. The category of the 
welfare home reveals a range of negotiatings that occur in institutionalised 
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care. It does this through material practices of normalisation like scheduling, 
rules and programming, including religious rituals. The youth must conform to 
schedules, carry out the duties of communal living and participate in organised 
programmes. These activities are mandatory.  
I:  Do you have to follow rules here a lot? 
Joel: (Raises voice) Yes, of course … They give you certain timing to 
come back. Depends lah, like your school ends at 3, right, you got 
to be here at 5 or 4.30. Then, after that some eat lunch, then go for 
games time, then shower, eat dinner, have tuition, then sleep … 
Saturday, there’s such a thing as Stay Back Week and Home Leave 
Week … Friday after school you come back, do all the programmes. 
Sometimes Friday, we got programmes like go out, go for concert, 
and everything right. Then Saturday, we wake up and do 
maintenance. Like clean the whole place, area cleaning. Then after 
that, maybe got some programme. They [The Programme Officers] 
ask you to come down [from your dormitories to], play. 
The programming, the rules, the scheduling, the compulsory participation and 
monitoring and the spaces holding all of these activities serve to train the body 
and soul in the sense of a disciplinary system (Foucault, 1977).  
Liang:  Dormitories is like, the boy, ensure they sleep, like when they lights 
off, supposed to no movement, then the in-charge will do 
something… then when fall in, the in-charge must shout for fall-in. 
Then do, rush them lah.  
I:  What is falling in? 
Liang:  Falling in means… when you fall in right, the supervisor is able to 
speak lah, like he want to do… Games Time, you have to fall in, 
Dinner Time, you have to fall in… Study Time you have to fall in. 
I:  Sounds like NS [National Service]. Sounds like Army.  
Liang:  Yeah. 
I:  So you have to shout, “Okay, Boys, fall in”.  
Liang:  Yeah.  
One of the boys interviewe voiced his dislike of this sort of environment. He 
talked of the anomie the other boys felt when de-located from a familiar 
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environment outside the welfare home, to the disciplinary environment inside 
the welfare home. 
Willie:  I don’t really like this place … It has taken a huge toll on all the 
boys here. Yeah, taken away from what they do and placed into new 
environment. And they expect you to live here and they expect you 
to be okay with it.  
Like it or not, adhering to the timetable in the environment of the 
welfare home is paramount. The residents cannot veer away from the set 
schedule – not even if it is to study for exams.  
Mei:  Like the time you study, what you do, is all decided by the staff ... 
Like tell us to lights out, but I’m very pek chek [Hokkien for 
frustrated] because I really need to study … They can give a few 
more minutes lah, but I need more than that. They said our welfare 
and sleep is more important. But to me, my studies [are more 
important for now] lah. I sacrifice a bit of sleep is never-mind one. 
After these four or five months [of revising for my finals], I can 
sleep until 3pm everyday. 
Social relations occur within (are internalised, as Harvey might put it) 
the practices of normalisation. The relations are fraught with power 
differentials as the discourse about petty jealousies becomes apparent:  
I:  Okay. Tell me about Grace House, tell me about being in a home?  
Swee:  No freedom. No privacy. No true friends.  
I:  Why do you say there’s no true friends? 
Swee:  Because like there’s people saying lies all these. It’s very hard to 
find one true friend for you.  
--- 
Lian:  Living here hor, very stressed leh. Outside, I don’t have to see 
people’s attitude, or whatever I… I am free to be myself. But here 
right, I have to, like, see people’s attitude, and seeing them walking 
in the wrong path but I can’t say them because they [girls here] 
don’t like to be nagged …  Then, the things they say … are really 
totally like the past me. Like, what I’ve done [before] … I opened 
my mouth once … it becomes like, all of them… gang up [and] say 
I [am] very naggy. That, I don’t know anything and I say them for 
nothing. 
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I:  But you’ve done it all. You’ve made all the mistakes. How can they 
say you don’t know anything?  
Lian:  They don’t know much lah. I have to see [colloquial English for put 
up with] their attitude. Then, I’m already mature lah, independent.  
Surveillance as a socialisation practice in the welfare home for girls 
took the form of detention and the Five No-s: no mobile phones, no computer 
games, no cigarettes, no substances and no contact lenses. These rules 
restricted their sociality and interactions with people outside the home, and 
curtailed their propensity to communicate. The restrictions on access to 
communication curtailed negotiating. 
Mei:  … after a while, I sian diao [Hokkien for exasperated, tiresome, 
demotivated]. First two months here was basic confinement, 
meaning you totally cannot go out. Very sian one, no phone, no 
computer, nothing.  
However, little room for negotiating does not mean there was no 
contestation.  Two of the older girls, Swee and Kathy, resisted just by keeping 
silent, and being mindful of themselves as a form of self-preservation. Grace 
House holds mandatory twice-daily prayer sessions with the residents. 
Residents have to attend the devotions whether they are Christian or not, 
willing or not.  
Swee:  Morning you have to… okay, wake up you can, it’s in between 7 to 
7.30. You have to breakfast by 7.30. No, 8 o’clock must finish 
breakfast. Eight o’clock we have yard work. It’s like sweep the 
whole yard, and area cleaning, this kind. And after the morning 
duties we have the devotions. 
I:  What time is devotions?  
Swee: Like 8.30 to 9.30. 
I:  So devotions, everyone prays?  
Swee:  Yeah, it’s a compulsory thing.  
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I:  Are you Christian? 
Swee:  No. 
I:  So just pray together lah?  
Swee:  Yeah, we just sitting there. Normally, they force lah. They’ll be 
like, let’s bow our heads and pray. But I’ll just be like sitting there.  
--- 
I:  Everyone troops in to go?  The bus will go? 
Kathy:  Yeah, take a small mini van and go. Then I’m quite irritated, 
because...  
I’ve never had a religion. Even when my mom does the amithaba 
thingy, I was like, [laughs] seriously?  So now when it comes to 
Christianity, although it’s much more convincing, I’m also … not 
believing … I feel kind of forced, lah. Every morning they would 
expect me to be at devotion ... I mean I could use that time to study. 
If I’m at Grace House the whole day right, you expect me to join 
devotions in the morning, then at night there’s devotions again … 
Forty-five minutes to one hour. The night one is longer because 
there is a lot more girls. Then they will be very distracted … usually 
it’s like 7.30 then it ends at 9. 
I:  What is this devotion? 
Kathy:  Just ... sing devotion songs, then read the Bible, underline the Bible, 
this kind of things lah. I’m, quite sceptical about it but [laughs] but I 
cannot tell them much lah, because they are all Christians. I will just 
say, “I’m okay with going to church”. Then they won’t say anything 
lor. If not, they will nag at me for like hours to believe, you know. 
Jude felt the effects of regimented living poignantly, “Basically, I just 
feel very controlled.” He eventually convinced his mother to sign him out of 
the welfare home. Jude’s case was another instantiation of the interplay of the 
moments in social life: The moment of institutions and rituals (the welfare 
home) lived out in the moment of material practices (and its practices of 
normalisation and surveillance), with both moments embroiled in power 
relations and disrupted through discursive efficacy. 
Resisting structure in a disciplinary environment ranges from 
conformity to opting out of the environment. The CCA pracademic working 
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with at-risk youth may note however, that feigned conformity does not always 
mean acceptance. A silent but trenchant mental withdrawal from a situation is a 
strategy of resistance. That said, making the best out of one’s circumstances 
and learning to get along with peers also index agency and the potential to 
make a positive difference in one’s circumstances. It is through this strong 
sense of self, embodied in the element of beliefs/values/desires, that the other 
elements – social practices, the institution, rituals and social relations – take on 
different hues of meaning, and ultimately shape the youth’s attitude and 
capacity to grow from a situation. In the context of communal living in the 
welfare home, the element of beliefs/values/desires puts forth a sense of self-
efficacy within the element of institutions and rituals.  
I:  What are the people like here? 
Augustine:  Some are still naughty, but most of the people here are very kind 
and caring. Because here, it’s like we’re here together. We see each 
other almost every day. Then like, if I quarrel with you, how long 
are we going to quarrel?  One day, two days … If outside, you 
quarrel with your friend for one day, two days, you don’t see them 
already. You don’t stay with them. But here, we stay together, we 
eat together, we do everything together … it’s like, we care for one 
another. So, if somebody bully (sic) another, we just stop him. 
Because we’re all brothers in here.  
While they may be living under structural constraints, the youth also 
show a reflexivity that indexes agency. Youth like Liang recognise that 
conforming to rules and participating in designated programmes keep them 
away from the streets and the potential dangers associated with that. Adhering 
to rules regulate their bodies and orientate youth to contemplating and 
cultivating their future more constructively.  
Liang:  … if I go outside school, right, then my freedom. I know myself, I 
won’t study.  
I:  Distraction. 
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Liang:  Yeah. A lot of things that… so I come here. It’s just, simple, like 
study, eat, sleep, play. Continue with your study. So it’s more on 
studying. Because they really like force you, not say, force you. 
Push you to study. 
I:  You don’t mind that? 
Liang:  Even though you are lazy, but you still have to go for that study … 
Courage House is the most good hostel, lah. Other places don’t 
have this kind of privilege.  
I:  What you mean, privilege?  
Liang:  Here got a lot of good thing what. You can walk around, and…do a 
lot of thing you want here. You can play board game … we go 
overseas quite a few times … I went to… Malaysia Lumut. To serve 
the OBS [Outward Bound School] ... I went to … Balai, Indonesia. 
To help kindergarden paint … their wall is empty right. So we help 
them paint the giraffe, like, some kind of design, lah. We spent 
about three, four days on that under the hot sun ... feel good lah. 
Because I did something right.  
I:  Help the poor children.  
Liang:  Yeah. 
I:  So that’s why you think here is not bad.  
Liang:  Yeah, here is not bad … Courage House can do a lot of things. 
I:  Courage House can do a lot of things. So I don’t know what they 
complain, like no freedom. They like, “Oh we miss our friends 
outside. We wish we can go outside now.” 
Liang:  Because they cannot do what they want, they have to follow their 
programme. So they think that it’s… no freedom. 
I:  But for you?  You also have to follow the programme what.  
Liang:  Yeah, but I enjoy the programme.  
The at-risk youth here encounter the State through its judiciary system 
of which institutionalised care is a part. This institutionalised care provides the 
youth with resources that help them develop themselves and minimise the risks 
undermining their re-integration into society. At the same time, the institutions 
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are also a site of power relations where some of the normalisation practices 
overwhelm their personal realm.  
The most important idea about the nation for these youth then, may be 
about making available resources for them to select and navigate through life 
as they negotiate their way within the juridical and disciplinary structures of 
the State. Only then might building a cohesive and vibrant Singapore society 
and reinforcing State values make greater sense to them.  
School. Another institution that  poses difficulties for the respondents is 
school. The dialectics between structures and everyday events apply. For 
instance, exams as a practice regularly meted out by schools affect the element 
of beliefs/values/desires, is expressed through a discourse of incapacity. Except 
for Kathy who was taking her “A” Levels again so that she could qualify for 
architecture school at university, many of the respondents found school 
daunting.  
I:  What are your difficulties in your life now?  
Kieran:  Exams.  
I:  Why? 
Kieran:  Stress. 
I:  Did you study? 
Kieran:  I did study. But my brain exploding ah.  
--- 
Liang:  I don’t like studies lah. So this is a challenge to me lah. So I must 
fight for my own education.  
I:  You got to fight for it? 
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Liang:  Yeah. I have to really work hard on it in order to get good result ... I 
just don’t like to study. Because study use a lot of brain. 
Having attention deficit hyperactivity disorder may have made the schoolwork 
more challenging for Jason and Kern. 
Jason:  I’m just too tired to study. We used to always play and then do a lot 
of things that...make your parents angry. And then don’t go to 
school and then you keep skipping school all that. And then when it 
comes to study, you really cannot sit still. So you just have to walk 
around and play something. 
--- 
Kern:  I don’t think I’ll survive in secondary school that longer anymore 
already lah.  
I:  Why do you say that? 
Kern:  In my class, it’s very difficult to concentrate. I’ve got ADHD. I’ve 
got problem difficulties paying attention in class.  
I:  So now you stopped taking Ritalin and feel like you want to finish 
your Sec 3? 
Kern:  I want to finish by this year and move on to a culinary school as 
quickly as possible. 
Mathematics was viewed as particularly challenging by the youth. The 
omission of reference to resources that might have already been put in place to 
help these youth do better in school point to an internalization of incapacity 
and de-motivation, as the youth wrote off their ability to do Maths or 
academics in general. 
I:  What are your difficulties in life?  
Willie:  Studying Maths.  
I:  [Giggle] Why is Maths painful?  
Willie:  To me it is just a repetitive thing lah so I get tired of it at Primary 
Three. So I decide. “Aiyah you know what, I actually don’t like 
Maths lah. So, I just didn’t bother to do it.”  
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I:  So how do you cope with Maths? ... Do you have tuition here?  
Willie:  Yah…we have. I actually have tuition but I don’t really pay 
attention to tuition lah. Cos, I find Maths nowadays really painful to 
try.  
--- 
James:  I can’t learn Maths.  
I:  (Whisper) I also can’t learn Maths … How do you overcome the 
difficulty in Maths?  
James:  I haven’t overcome yet.  
I:  How do you go around solving it? 
James:  I’m not sure leh. Because I really give up Maths already … there is 
still Maths in my N-Level, but I just don’t care lah.  
I:  Do you think there’s another way that you can handle the problem? 
Like attacking it?  
James:  Cannot. I can’t do Maths. That’s why.  
I:  Who told you that you can’t learn Maths? 
James:  Myself lah.  
I:  Have you gone like ask people to help you? 
James:  Yes, I got tuition what … Even if they teach, I still cannot 
remember one.  
I:  Practise?  
James:  I don’t like. 
In the previous chapter, schools were regarded as sites for nation 
building, where youth are interpellated into being citizens of the future. In a 
highly stratified school system (Ho, 2012; Ho, Sim & Alviar-Martin, 2011) 
based on ability-driven education (Tan, C., 2008), school is a site of 
segregation for these at-risk youth. It is the arbiter which determines which 
academic track the youth should be channelled to and whether or not he or she 
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should go to school at all. Poor grades, disruptive and potentially corruptive 
behaviour are presumably reasons for exclusion. Most of the time, the youth do 
not seem to understand the reasons though. And there is little latitude for 
negotiation in an educational structure based on meritocracy. One way youth 
may respond is to accept one’s place and in so doing, comply to the mechanism 
of a meritocratic educational system. Another response is to question the 
decision by the authority. In the CCA framework, the individual’s responses to 
structures are continuously negotiated. Augustine, for example, felt that he was 
in an academic track which was inappropriate for him.  
Augustine:  For Alternative Schooling, the teacher who teach us, they will teach 
us like, not same as the mainstream one, like lower a bit, to make us 
understand. Then cos I’m not used to being in this type of school. 
Before I came in, I was in Saint G.’s, a mainstream school.  
I:  So why did you have to switch when you came here [Courage 
House]?  
Augustine:  I also don’t know why. I wished I could know why, but I don’t 
know. I’m in the alternative schooling. Then the education is lower, 
so it’s very hard for me to learn.  
I:  So, it’s too slow for you? 
Augustine:  Right, too slow for me. 
Amanda attributed the effects of exclusion and an appropriation of agency in 
school to her placements in disciplinary homes. She could not negotiate, much 
to her chagrin: 
I:  How do they do that?  How do they downgrade people like that? 
Amanda:  Okay, I run away a lot of times when I in Sec 2. Then after that hor, 
before going Girls Home. Then after going Girls Home I long time 
never go school already what. Then come in here two months’ 
confinement, cannot go school. Then after that go back to school, 
okay, because I never take exam what, so they drop me to Sec 3 
N(A). They promote me but downgraded me lah … I wasted one 
year already. Then after that last year right, I also never score well 
end of year. I only short of one mark to get promoted. But they 
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suspend me for around six months for one pair of contact lens and 
they expect me to score like… 
I:  Who is they? 
Amanda:  [Agitated] The teacher lah!  Very what leh. Only short of one mark 
also don’t want to promote me, want to waste my time. Then I 
retain lor. Then now also cannot take exam, cannot do what. Later 
retain one more I die ah. Then how to study, like that?  
According to her case officer, Amanda has since been put on medication and 
her temperament has become calmer.  
At the same time, the at-risk youth also talked about the utilitarian 
value of studies in their lives. To the respondents, school is where they are 
supposed to develop themselves and prepare themselves for the workforce. It is 
the gateway to their future.  
I:  Why do you appreciate it?  I thought you think it’s boring and you 
skip school, skive and all that?  
Chris:  Yeah lah, because you need the certificate what in future.  
I:  You need cert. Why you need the cert for?  
Chris:  To find jobs lah. 
--- 
I:  Why didn’t you think school was good then? 
Mike:  No lah, very sian [Hokkien for exasperated] already. Now like I 
think school… I need to study. 
I:  Why do you think you need to study?  
Mike:  Cos if you don’t study then there’s no future. 
I:  What do you mean by that?  
Mike:  Cannot find work, then no money. 
--- 
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I:  So … the thing to do is to study your way out … Do you like 
studying? 
Jason:  You also cannot don’t like studying. Now the world is like, you 
need education to get the job that you want. 
I:  You mean, you won’t be able to live, you won’t be able to survive 
without education in Singapore, if you don’t have education in 
Singapore?  
John:  At least have a certificate... 
I:  To get a job? 
John:  Yeah... 
I:  That will pay fairly decent? 
John:  Yeah...  
I:  In Singapore, you must get a paper then have job? 
John:  Mmm. 
--- 
Liang:  Last year ah, when I first come into Courage House. (Pause) … I 
am empty in my mind. I don’t know what in Courage House I want 
to achieve lah. Then I, fool around in Courage House. Then I get 
myself in trouble, trouble, trouble ah, until this year. This year, 
then, I tell myself that I want to study. 
I:  Why suddenly this year?  
Liang:  I don’t know what make my mind that I want to study ... Because 
they say like, education is important to a person.  
I:  Yeah, everyone. All the boys say education is very important. Why? 
Liang:  Because without education, you won’t go long lah … Cos all job, 
they will look to your education certificate all these. 
For Mei, the differentiation in academic tracks leads to stratification of 
access to resources and opportunities and the corralling of students into 
designated professional and vocational trajectories. 
I:  Why are you scared? 
 206 
Mei:  I’m scared I don’t do well. Like in Singapore, the paper you 
graduate with is very important. Like in Singapore, the more you 
study, the better your job, the higher your money. Like meritocracy. 
The reality of learning as a means to earning a living and surviving 
instantiates the ideology of pragmatism engendered by the government since 
Independence in 1965. The heft of ideology as meted out in the educational 
and labour structures weighs on each youth so that the individual’s imperative 
for learning for survival reproduces the government’s discourse on nation 
building as economic and political survival.  
The stories from the at-risk youth here tell of schools as site of 
classification, segregation, discipline, testing and negotiating with authorities / 
teachers. In an education system driven by performativity and ability (C. Tan, 
2008; J. Tan, 2008), youth who stop coming to terms with their schoolwork, 
their teachers and schools, may prematurely drift out of the system and with 
that, out of the edifice of nation building.  
Home. For the three female victims and survivors of domestic abuse 
and neglect in this study, home was a site of violence and abandonment, with 
apparently little room for negotiating. The discourse in Lian’s marital home, 
for example, was one of disharmony: 
I quarrel with him, because he keep go out midnight and don’t know where he go lah. 
Then I start to get very moody lah. Then I start to cry, and want to, really want to give 
up, but, I didn’t lah. Because I know my sister needs me to be there. My baby needs 
me to be there. It was after I give birth to Baby. There’s a time when Baby was 
sleeping at the living room, in a sarong (hammock cradle) when my husband came 
back home. He was like talking very loud on the phone. Then I quarrel with him, 
“Can you keep your voice down? Baby sleeping, right?”  Then he start to quarrel with 
me. Then I like quarrel with him lah. “You want to quarrel, go outside and quarrel 
okay?  Baby sleeping, don’t… you wake him up hor. It’s not you the one to make him 
sleep again. I will be the one to make him sleep again, leh”. Then that time no one at 
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home. Then he just come back, he want to go out again. Then… he make me so pissed 
off. Then I pushed him. Then he pushed me back. 
The vignette above illustrates Lian’s attempt to define what is 
acceptable behaviour in her lifeworld and assert a norm in her marital 
relationship. She is contesting her husband, the figure of authority in her 
cultural community, and the forces of relations in her life. Her agency was 
discursive and physical. The call to help overcome constraints and 
vulnerabilities of the nation may be remote for some at-risk youth negotiating 
to survive the imminent threat of domestic violence, instability and 
vulnerabilities.  
The boys made fleeting references to home when answering 
demographic questions. Like school, home did not seem to hold traction for the 
boys. To Mark, for instance, home was a series of transitory arrangements and 
“jumping around”. 
I:  So who took care of you?  
Mark:  I jumped around to a lot of houses and all that.  
The notion of home at domestic and national levels bears shared goals of 
stability and sustainability. Just as a nation seeks political stability or a 
government looks to sustain its leadership, so too a youth who has been 
shunted from one house to another, might search for a stable, permanent home. 
Being moved from one home to another reflects a transitory and unstable life 
which may have implications at the macro level for a State seeking a stable 
citizenry, and for a government looking at sustainability of its leadership. In 
CCA terms, the fluxes occurring in the cultural sphere intersect with structure 
and implicate its stability. 
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Material Practices 
The element of material practices refers to ways of acting that might 
become habitual. As the preceding section on institutions/rituals has illustrated, 
while material practices are shaped, constrained and maintained by events and 
structures including institutions and rituals (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999), 
they also produce identities, relationships, discourse and action, and can 
therefore help bring about change in structures (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 
1999; Henderson, 2005).  
Being tracked. Being tracked is one such material practice determined 
by structure, principally the Courts. Once parents file a BPC (Beyond Parental 
Control) order on their children, the Courts take custody of the youth and 
decide into which state institutions to place the youth. As subjects of the 
judiciary, the interviewees would explain to me the different levels of being 
monitored by the Court and the welfare homes: remand, probation, tagging, 
curfew, detention and home leave. As an analytical category, tracking lies at 
the non-negotiating end of the spectrum, where participants seem to have little 
latitude for negotiating. 
The institutions themselves have their own forms of surveillance. At the 
midpoint of the hallway connecting the two dormitories in Courage House is a 
room full of closed circuit surveillance televisions. One Duty Officer explained 
that the setup was to ensure that the boys were closely watched for their safety. 
The dangers ranged from falling off parapets and windows to ragging and 
bullying in the dorms. 
Grace House continues to monitor its girls even while they are on home 
leave, through behaviour contracts. Their parents get co-opted as remote 
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wardens for the welfare home, noting, recording and reporting on the 
movements of their daughters. Swee explains how the behaviour contracts 
work.  
Swee:  When we get home leave, we have a contract. Like we have a 
curfew, before 9 o’clock must reach home, standard.  
I:  How do they track? 
Swee:  They track from our parents. 
For Daniel, the only option left in a structure which provides little room 
for negotiating is to escape from it. Daniel has run away, gotten caught and 
returned to welfare home twice. 
I:  Why did you run away? 
Daniel:  No freedom; homesick and then every night keep thinking of home. 
When I came in here, two-three months, I am thinking of home and 
then I ran away, two-three days they [the police] caught me and 
then they bring me here …  then slowly, slowly I get used to it.  
In time to come, the tracking is internalised and the residents monitor 
themselves. The disciplinary reach of institutionalised guidance for these at-
risk youth becomes penetratingly comprehensive as the youth exercises 
surveillance over and against himself (Foucault, 1977). Willie talks himself out 
of the temptation of breaking curfew and into self-regulation.  
Willie:  It [Singapore Boys’ Home] is a caged up compound. Then here 
[Courage House] right, it is not caged up at all. Nothing…Take a 
bus… Not happy, just walk out. Pack your stuff and just walk out. 
The gate is just down there only… is still open right 24/7, 365 days 
a year.  
I:  So you can walk out if you want to walk out. Do you feel like 
walking out sometimes?  
Willie:  Yeah, I feel like walking out but I tell myself don’t walk. You walk 
out, you get yourself into trouble.  
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The category of being tracked applies to parents as well. Abusive 
parents get monitored by the State. Kathy, for example, applied for a Personal 
Protection Order against her abusive mother. Her mother still does not know 
where Kathy has gone to seek shelter from her.  
Kathy:  She don't know that I'm... I tell her I'm living at a dormitory. Yeah, 
she don't really know where am I.  
I:  Do you keep in touch with her? 
Kathy:  Just recently.  
I:  Why? 
Kathy:  Like, when, I, because it was Chinese New Year and I can imagine 
that she's alone lah. So I call her and wish her Happy Chinese New 
Year lor. [Laughs] 
The practice of surveillance circulates around the moment of social 
relations. Mei knew that her father was being watched because he had been 
heavy-handed with her repeatedly.  
Mei:  There were incidents when my father never really control lah. Like 
one time, my father kicked me. Then Grace House found out and I 
couldn’t go home. Sian diao (An expression of exasperation).  
I:  Was your dad sorry? 
Mei:  He told the officer that he was sorry. 
When the interaction between identity, social relations and structures 
has turned obsolete, the material practice (of surveillance) becomes inactive. 
This happened to Mark when he could not trace his father, who “just 
disappeared”, a few months after Mark’s mother passed away.    
I:  What happened to your parents?  
Mark:  They died. My mum died when I was six … Dad left a few months 
after. He was a crazy guy. 
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I:  Did you get in touch with him?  
Mark:  No, he just disappeared  
I:  He just walked? 
Mark:  No, he was pronounced dead two years ago because he was missing 
for 10 years.  
This category illustrates structure pervading into everyday life and its 
influence on the decisions of the individuals of a community. The youth under 
surveillance comply to the authority of the welfare home and the State. Yet, the 
thought processes that go on in their minds as they consider consequences of 
their decisions and actions indicate an independence of mind and agency. 
Where everyday living is about negotiating personal boundaries and navigating 
out of surveillance, nation building as adhering to State norms and values may 
seem both remote and ironic.  
Getting abused. Like being tracked, the category of getting abused 
refers to a regular practice of being acted upon and maltreated mainly by those 
with whom the victims are supposed to be closest. Two of the girls told me 
stories of abuse. Kathy, 19, in particular, suffered considerable physical, 
emotional and psychological abuse from her adoptive mother. According to the 
senior social worker in Grace House, Kathy’s adoptive mother would pinch her 
nipples and groin.  
I:  What did she use to hit you? 
Kathy:  All sorts of things lah. When I was younger, she will bite my 
fingers, then the nails will crack, then they will bleed. … when I 
was younger I keep dropping pencils and pens … my mom gets 
very irritated … there was once … I dropped a pencil then she used 
the pencil to … drive it into my palm here. You can still see a black 
mark here. It just went in lor. Then it was like painful, then I cry... 
I:  Oh she beats you? 
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Kathy:  Yeah she beats me. Verbal abuse also.  
I:  So, verbal and physical abuse.  
Kathy:  Yeah, yeah. 
I:  Like what? 
Kathy:  Like she will pinch my inner thighs … it will become very blue 
black. And yeah I just got very sick of it lah. Because, it’s not only 
the pain that I’m feeling. It’s the humiliation also ... I’m 18, but why 
am I still being … although I didn’t do anything. I study, I behave, 
you know?  
Kathy was adopted when she was two. I had expressed surprise that she 
had been abused. She was, after all adopted, chosen, as it were, by her adoptive 
parents to be their only child. She tried to explain the aporia, and put it down to 
the unique role she was meant to play in her parents’ marriage. 
I:  I, I’m just wondering. Are you the only child?  
Kathy:  Yeah.  
I:  So if they adopted you, I’m just… usually it’s like a child you 
cannot have, then you found one, then you really cherish… 
Kathy:  Yes, I understand. Okay, when I was younger, my mother was 
really nice to me. Then … cos, my father’s weird lah. My father 
doesn’t really want to spend time with my mother. They had to 
marry because they were quite old already … they found out they 
couldn't have kids. My mom was the person who cherishes to have a 
family a lot. She's that kind of very traditional woman. But my 
father … doesn't really care about his own family actually, but his 
friends outside. He spends more time with his friends than with my 
mom … he rarely comes home also lah. So from what I hear from 
mom right, he agreed to adopt a child from China because he 
thought this child could accompany my mom. It's not the same 
what, I mean, a child accompany a mother and a husband 
accompanying his wife, it's different. It's two different things …  So 
it creates a very stressful situation for her. Where she couldn't cope. 
Because there were times when like as a child I was quite sick. So 
she has to yeah, bring me to hospital all these things, then she will 
call my father. Because he's the man of the family. But my father 
will say, you bring her go, go there first, later then I see you. But he 
will never go there. 
Kathy was frequently told that she was not good enough. 
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Kathy:  No. My relatives all thinks (sic) I'm a bad kid. (Laughs) ... she tells 
them I'm a bad kid, that's why she hit me … she will tell her sister 
all the bad things about me. Then I'm like, am I really that bad?  I 
don't hang a shirt properly she also can make until you know, some 
scene. But I was naughty. I do tell lies when I was in primary 
school. But after primary school I don't get it why she still repeating 
all those things I've done in primary school. In primary school ... I 
was quite anti-social. I told her I got a friend. But imaginary friend 
lah, but I told her it's a real person. Then blah blah blah all those lies 
come out, you know. Every time you tell a lie, you must tell another 
to cover up. Then cover up, cover up, it becomes a big lie ... Cos my 
results were not good. Not top good, but above average good. But 
my mom is not satisfied with above average good. Because my 
relatives, their kids were all very bright. All go RI. All go Nanyang 
Girls.  
Between 2002 and 2004, there was a rise in the number of Care and 
Protection Orders issued, making up about 206 cases or 22 percent of the total 
number of alleged child abuse cases (Ministry of Community and Youth 
Services, 2005, p. 8). Some of the Singapore stories here are about navigating 
through a violent domestic environment, so that negotiating for safety and 
personal protection orders become part of the discourse of the at-risk youth. 
Mei is younger and bubblier than Kathy. But she relives her story of abuse just 
as vividly.  
I:  So what happened at home that you needed a Child Protection 
Officer? 
Mei:  Um, my family is very… they like to touch people with strength.  
I:  Abuse?  Beat people up? 
Mei:  Um… With reason lah. But their discipline a bit too much lah.  
I:  Oh, they’re strong with their discipline. So how did you get 
disciplined?  
Mei:  Um, in many ways.  
I:  What about when you were home? 
Mei:  Usually by cane, but sometimes got use other methods like one time 
this one. (Shows me the welt on her inner thigh. I flinched; tried to 
appear calm instead of fear)… 
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I:  What is this?  A mark, or … 
Mei:  It has been on my leg for at least two years. It was because there 
was one time my dad used a belt, then the metal thing gou1 
(Mandarin for hooked or caught on to) out one piece of flesh. Then 
I ran off a bit, but then bleeding like free-flow then I didn’t get 
medical treatment. So over time, it became like that. Because that 
time I was still young, I didn’t know how to take care of these kinds 
of things. 
While Mei had a Child Protection Order taken out by the Court when 
her school principal noticed her bruises, Kathy decided to file her own. Kathy’s 
move is an illustration of an individual in her micrological existence engaging 
with structures and negotiating with them as a matter of survival. 
I:  What did you tell your father? 
Kathy:  Just say I ran away, I cannot stand it. Then, he helped me file for 
PPO lah. Personal protection order.  
I:  Oh, your dad helped you file? 
Kathy:  Erm, more like he just signed lah.  
I:  He signed. 
Kathy:  Yeah but after that he keep regretted it. Then he keep scolding... 
I:  Why?  
Kathy:  Cos my mom know he sign the PPO thingy, then keep harassing 
him at his stall … my dad sells fruits. Then my mom will just go to 
his stall and like, harass him, quarrel with him at his stall.  
I:  Oh yeah. So after you moved out, you got your dad to sign PPO. 
Kathy:  But he withdraw (sic) it a few months later. Because my mom was 
harassing him a lot. 
I:  So he withdrew it. But your school stepped in and say, no?  This 
girl needs protection? 
Kathy:  Yeah something like this. Then I lived with my JC friends for like 
three months.  
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The lives of Kathy and Mei are just two instances of the lives of abused 
youth in Singapore. The lives of these two youth are about acute pain meted 
out by the most important adults in their lives, the adults whom society and 
nature deem their foremost protectors. Studies show that abused children still 
love their parents and want to remain living with them (Child Matters). In fact, 
Mei sounded like she regretted being ‘found out’ as a victim of parental 
violence. 
I:  How come you’re the only one? 
Mei:  I suay (Hokkien dialect for unlucky) what, kena (Malay for getting) 
caught.  
I:  Caught by what? 
Mei:  Doctor lah. Got one time, I go school, my face black, black. Like, I 
got a bruise, and I was bleeding. So my school sent me for medical 
treatment and they found out.  
As these two young women claimed they did not resent their parents, 
one can imagine the tortured loyalties and fear they must have also felt as part 
of the emotional and psychological abuse they suffer, as they sought protection 
against the people whom they were supposed to trust most. They were on that 
end of the spectrum where negotiating was not possible: Mei, because she 
could not refuse a medical check-up, and Kathy because she did not want to 
submit anymore but instead just wanted release from a tortured way of living. 
I:  How do you feel about your mom?  You feel resentful? 
Kathy:  Not resentful lah, because when I left home I was really tired of my 
whole life at that house. So when I leave home right, I was more of 
relief. I wasn't resentful. Okay, maybe when I was younger, I 
claimed that I hate my mom lah, but I know after all she raised me 
up, then she always had a very difficult life all along. Sometimes, I 
pity her lah. I don't resent her anymore. Like, because she has like 
problems but she refuse [to admit] that she has problems to seek 
help. 
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Like Kathy, Lian reached a point in the abject abuse and neglect where 
she wanted to put a halt to being the victim and negotiate out of her situation.  
Lian:  Then he (her husband) just came back, he want to go out again. 
Then, he make me so pissed off. Then I pushed him. Then he 
pushed me back. Then I literally then just fly and boom, hit the wall. 
I:  He threw you? 
Lian:  He pushed me very hard. Then, I hit the wall. Then … I really feel 
very very down ah. Because there is no one helping me and I have 
to look after the baby at home. Then baby cry.  
The parallels are ironic. Surely the Singapore Story, told and retold to 
inspire youth to help the nation overcome the odds of surviving will appear 
remote to these youth whose stories of abuse tell us that they can barely 
survive their own lives. Their alternative stories point to an agency in these 
youth which is to disengage when the authorities become irrational. Their 
alternative stories show that the lifeworld of these youth can be violent and that 
to survive, they have to negotiate their way out of their current existence.  
Behaving. Unlike in the case of being tracked and getting abused, the 
youth at times take a proactive stance in behaving themselves so that the 
practice becomes the resource at-risk youth use to build a case for going on 
home leave, for early release, or even for returning to mainstream schooling. 
When the youth exercise agency as such, they create cache for greater 
negotiating power and stand on the active side of the continuum of negotiating.  
Mei:  I only get to go out here on the weekends if I’m well-behaved. 
I:  So do you usually get to go out? 
Mei:  Yes [laughs] 
--- 
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Swee:  There’s this thing called the Verdict Day. Like, when we know we 
can go out all these ... because of my wrongdoings, I’m being 
confined. And I don’t know when I can go out. I heard that today’s 
verdict is like a surprise day for me ... my case-worker (says) there’s 
something like a discount to my confinement. 
I:  Because you got good behaviour.  
Swee:  Yes.  
I:  So how are you going home or not going home? 
Swee:  We not sure yet. We at night then we know all these. 
Clandestine activities like breaching curfew and smoking are 
institutionalised non-negotiating acts. Being caught smoking warrants caning, 
or worse, denial of home leave. The respondents in this study continue to feed 
their pre-admission habit during their stay in the welfare homes. The smokers 
usually took their first puffs when they were around 10 and 11. The reasons for 
smoking ranged from not being able to break the habit, to peer and family 
influence to the need to de-stress. 
Darryl:  I’m still a smoker lah. Because I start smoking was P5.  
I:  … it’s like a habit?  
Darryl:  Yeah.  
--- 
I:  When you start?  
Chris:  10 year old, 11 year old.  
I:  So, now you find like, habit already lah.  
Chris:  Yeah. 
I:  Why did you want to smoke in the first place?  
Chris:  Don’t know lah, sometimes friends influence. So I just follow. Or 
sometimes I got the urge to smoke, then smoke lah.  
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Bern’s family background enacts the dialectical relations: social 
practice intersecting with social relations, which in turn reinforces 
beliefs/values/desires. 
I:  So I ask those people, why you smoke?  “Cos I can’t help it lah. 
Actually, I don’t want to smoke, but everyone here smokes, so just 
smoke lah”. 
Bern:  No lah, mine is my grandfather ask me to smoke.  
I:  Your grandfather asked you to smoke?  No, but don’t you go to this 
cessation programme? 
Bern:  Cessation thing, it don’t [sic] help. 
Swee cited distressing as one factor in the complex of motivations 
behind smoking. 
Swee: … people may say it’s just a relief of stress lah. Which is actually, 
to us it’s very true lah. But actually it’s just an addiction lor.  
I:  So is it a stress reliever or is it an addiction? 
Swee:  Both.  
I:  I think so. The boys also tell me relieve stress … They say they can 
stop any time. 
Swee:  ... actually we can really stop any time. But it’s just the laziness in 
us. But in actual fact it’s like, “Aiyah, just smoke only, lah.”  
The non-negotiable behaviours were those which transgressed the law. 
Chris was still incredulous that he got caught for petty theft, carried out 
apparently, for a lark. 
I:  You stole a bag?  
Chris:  Snatch theft lah … just want to have fun with friends.  
I:  So they stole, you steal?  
Chris:  Together lah. 
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I:  Did you need money?  Or what was fun? 
Chris:  … just for fun only. Didn’t expect to get caught also. 
A couple of the boys regretted their criminal misdemeanours. Liang 
was painfully contrite for not being able to communicate to his victim and 
explain to her how remorseful he felt about hurting her.  
Liang:  I did something wrong that very worse. Even the victim don’t 
forgive me … I go to court. I’m supposed to plead the victim. But if 
the victim refused to come, … that means, refused to forgive me … 
I feel upset for the victim. Because I did something really bad. I 
injured her. Not that I injured her. I did the thing, she chased after 
me, then she…  
I:  Injured herself, in the process.  
Liang:  Yeah … feel bad lah, but no point bad lah. The court still will 
sentence you. So, where I am now, I give my best shot lah.  
The self-efficacy for desisting from unlawful acts increases when the 
youth realises for himself the ignominy of his acts, and decides to stop acting 
that way, by his own accord. A non-negotiable act by law poses an opportunity 
for agency when the youth decides that the act is also unethical. More 
importantly, he realizes that the behaviour is hurtful and he should refrain from 
it altogether. This return to civic behaviour through empathy and contrition 
builds a case for developing empathy as a life axiom. Empathising with another 
person, I suggest, is empowering for the youth in negotiating for a more 
satisfactory state of being and essential for strengthening relationships among 
citizens because empathy entails deep personal connections. Helping at-risk 
youth realise the ethical and civic consequences of their behaviour is an 
essential step towards national cohesiveness in a nation building project, and 
may be more pertinent than state-produced values of racial harmony and 
meritocracy. In CCA terms, we should look to the individual and his / her 
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relations with other cultural members in order to foster change at the 
community and structural levels.   
I:  You stopped stealing is it because they caned you and they detained 
you or you stopped stealing because you just decided you are going 
to stop stealing?  
Daniel:  I just stop. 
I:  It’s not because you were caned and you got frightened of the cane?  
Daniel:  [Short pause] No, not frightened of the cane. I just want to stop. I 
mean I just imagine that’s my phone and somebody took it and then, 
the feeling not so good ah. 
I:  So you put yourself in the other person’s shoes? 
Daniel:  Yeah, I’ve been caned here more than 20 times already…15 times. 
I:  So caning is not so much the fear, it is suddenly you feel that … 
how you think that if that person was me or my brother or my sister 
or my whatever. So your own thinking? 
Daniel:  Um, cos that time I lost my wallet. 
I:  Somebody stole your wallet? 
Daniel:  Yeah and this late grandmother of mine, the picture was inside and 
then I very angry, I think that day on, I start imagining other 
people’s late grandmother, grandfather picture inside and then I 
take. 
Like Daniel, Mike grew in the understanding of the things he values in 
life with time. 
I:  Why did your parents send you here? 
Mike:  Because my school didn’t want to take me anymore.  
I:  Why didn’t the school want to take you anymore? 
Mike:  I every time skip school lah. 
I:  Oh, you don’t like school?  
Mike:  Yeah.  
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I:  Why?  Do you like school now more, or… 
Mike:  Yeah. I prefer school now.  
I:  What made you change your mind?  
Mike:  Slowly lah. Slowly inside here [Courage House]. 
Making effort to reform is a resource that needs time to develop but can 
empower youth to negotiate the challenges in daily living.  
The agency in the youth to drive change, be it prompted by self-
restraint or self-preservation, is palpable even when negotiating behaviours 
turn violent. Liang told about how the victim of his misdemeanour gave chase 
and attempted to fight with him, hurting herself in the process. He claimed he 
abstained from fighting back. Kathy recounted how her mother once drove a 
pencil into her palm for dropping pencils too often. There appeared to have 
been little room for negotiating for mitigating a punishment there. Yet, the 
agency of the abused youth does not disappear. Once Kathy decided that the 
situation was non-negotiable for her too, she tapped into the resources of the 
State, in the form of the Child Protection Order and broke free of undesirable 
circumstances. The category of behaving instantiates another interplay between 
institutions and material practices, with implication for negotiating power 
relations. 
While the State emphasizes how the nation is lacking in natural 
resources and besieged by constraints and challenges, the youth here tap into 
the resources of good behaviour and state apparatuses to negotiate the 
restrictions in their lives. Whereas the government narratively builds the nation 
by employing the Singapore Story about overcoming all odds, the young 
Singaporeans in this study have, within themselves and their social network, 
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the wherewithal to negotiate the challenges in their lives. In doing so, these at-
risk youth empower themselves discursively and materially. This exercise of 
agency indicates the propensity of marginal youth to resist relations of force. 
Responsibilities. Responsibilities are tied to contexts, such as the 
welfare home and one’s family circumstances. The narratives reveal that at-risk 
youth live in difficult environments. Lian, for example, lamented having to 
take on the burden of looking after her young son and eight year-old sister in 
the event her cancer-stricken mother passed away. 
Lian:  I don’t know how to handle things lah. Yeah like I have a son, I 
have a sister. So?  And their age is… young. Very young. One one 
years (sic) old. One eight years old. Then, I don’t know how to 
handle it … my sister needs me to be there. My baby needs me to be 
there. 
In Lian’s case, material practice (caregiving) is affected by her 
beliefs/value / desires. For other youth such as James, a change in self-belief 
and attitude, occasioned by a shift in circumstances when he was removed 
from a remand house to Courage House, enabled him to adapt to the different 
environments. A former runner for loan-sharks, he chose to treat the 
housekeeping chores at Courage House in the light of his own home. “Don’t 
you do housework at home too?” was his way of rationalising things through 
discourse. 
The concerns and responsibilities of the youth here do not find 
resonance in the government’s refrain on national responsibilities such as 
“nation before community, society before self”. The government may need to 
reverse the order of priorities. That is, taking responsibility may have to begin 
at the microphysical level of everyday life, with mastering the self first before 
learning to care for and protect the welfare of one’s community and 
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subsequently, the nation. Handling responsibilities calls for discursive 
empowerment as at-risk youth negotiate with structures and adults in authority 
for help in shouldering their responsibilities. Nation building should first entail 
helping at-risk youth find ways to handle the responsibilities dished out to 
them before they feel they are ready.  
Discourse / Language 
Disclosing. The category of disclosing pertains to discourse and 
language as an element of human activity. It refers to the willingness or the 
capacity of the youth to reveal a piece of information or interrogate a decision. 
The level of discursive empowerment found in this category in turn indexes 
agency. This is an interesting category in that it applies to two contexts – the 
general context of the respondents’ lifeworld and the immediate context of my 
interviews for this project itself.  
In the context of their lifeworld, being unable to speak, indicates 
disempowerment at one end of the negotiating continuum. Lian appeared to be 
saddled by the responsibilities of motherhood and without recourse to help or 
to a confidante. Her narrative conveys a sense of impotency. 
Lian:  Yeah, then after that, [delivering her baby] straightaway go out and 
work. Then, the mother [her mother-in-law], the mother look (sic) 
after in the afternoon time. Then, at night when I come back, I look 
after the baby. Then I still have to wash clothes. Then they will go 
out again. Then, and, um, my husband take (sic) money from me 
and stuff. I’m handling a lot of stress ah. I got no one to talk to.  
Similarly, she was unable to speak whenever her mother wanted to talk about 
her impending death: 
I:  You should talk it with your mother. You should walk it through 
with your mother. Sit you down and hear exactly what to do. Speak 
it. 
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Lian:  Cannot leh. My heart very pain leh. 
On the other hand, a youth may choose not to speak up, as in not telling 
and denying information. Being reticent in this case, indexes a form of 
discursive agency that has material consequences. Not disclosing elides 
identification, attention and monitoring. Not speaking to maintain a veil of 
invisibility is also an act of survival and resistance (Scott, 1990), and an 
enactment of power. Mark, the orphan who spent his adolescence in Courage 
House and claims he thrived in the environment, offers a ‘survival tip’. 
Mark:  Those who can like lay low be … be like a ghost. 
I:  Don’t stand out? 
Mark:  Don’t stand out, exactly, yes!  Do not stand out!  Do not do 
something stupid to stand out. Once you do something stupid to 
stand out, everyone will notice you and when they notice you right 
that is a bad thing. 
For Mark, surviving in a disciplinary system is about negotiating between self 
and the norms and surveillance found in that system. His stance indicates that 
resisting structure and the forces of relations embedded in it can take a passive 
form of covert pretence.  
Kathy’s humiliation sustained from being abused hinders her from 
revealing the areas where her adoptive mother would pinch her:  
Kathy:  Like she will pinch some private areas, kind of things lah. She will 
pinch… and they are usually quite blue black lah.  
My own conversations with the youth add on to the list of instances where not 
speaking up is also an exercise of agency. For example, Liang was willing to 
talk with me about only some aspects of his past.  
I:  Now, what crime did you do? 
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Liang:  Er, can I say it’s confidential?  
I:  Can, you don’t have to say. So how, did you regret it?  
Liang:  I did something wrong that very worse lah. Even the victim don’t 
forgive me … I go to court, I’m supposed to (p)lead the victim. But 
if the victim refused to come, that means refused to forgive me.  
I:  Forgive you, or is the victim still scared of you?  
Liang:  When I did the thing, (s)he will say (s)he afraid of the same thing 
happen to her outside again. Not only me. Other people will also do 
… then I (p)lead the victim, then … that victim tell me, quite upset 
about what I did.  
Raj and Kern completely refrained from giving away any clue about their 
criminal or disciplinary records: 
I: Two incidents?  Or you got more than two incidents. 
Raj: I got two more ah, but I don’t want to tell.  
I: Have you told the court? 
Raj: I got two more incident.  
I: So actually you have? 
Raj: Fighting case, and two more incident [sic]. 
I: Two more incidents. Have they got to do with fighting? 
Raj: No… 
I: Or like stealing or something? 
Raj: No, ah. 
--- 
I:  ... So why were you suspended from school? 
Kern:  [Pause] I did something in the school lah… but I don’t want to 
share.  
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Among the youth who disclosed freely at our conversations, Swee 
voluntarily shared with me how she took great care to ensure that the cigarettes 
she brought in from work outside remained well hidden in the welfare home: 
Swee:  No, no, I’ve been doing… doing major infringements. 
I:  What are the No-No’s? 
Swee:  No smoking, no smuggling cigarettes… no smuggling of 
handphones, no smuggling of medications… like… contact lens 
also not allowed. 
I:  What else have you infringed?  
Swee:  Smoking, phone, medication, contact lens…  
I:  What have you done?  That’s a lot of infringements!  
Swee:  Yeah, I infringed all these. [Except] smoking lah. I [only] brought 
up cigarettes. [I didn’t smoke in the premises.] 
In their lifeworld, speaking up, like keeping quiet and a low profile, is a 
way to thrive and also a way of resistance. For Darryl, speaking freely in his 
lifeworld is his way of negotiating for a more open relationship. He discloses 
his plans with his mother, including the idea of working in an oil-rig. He 
advises his estranged father to be more loving, to stop gambling and continues 
to tell him so, in spite of being ignored, or his father hanging up on him.  
In another instance of managing his relationship with others and 
himself, Darryl would warn people around him when he got upset. Disclosing 
in the form of telling off becomes a discursive resource for navigating in a 
potentially explosive situation for managing his anger.  
I:  Sometimes you lose your temper also lah.  
Darryl:  Because if they never disturb me, I won’t lose temper with them ...    
Because I lost my thing. Then they, they come and disturb me lah. 
Then I lose temper at them. But if, then before that I already told 
 227 
them go away, they don’t want. Then that’s my classmate know lah, 
when I lost my thing, attitude sa2 sa2 (Chinese for being 
confounded) everything. Then they will try not to disturb me. 
At the time of our interview, Raj was waiting for his case to be 
reviewed. Disclosing took the form of negotiating when Raj expressed his 
intent to utilise the institutionalised disclosures about him as ready rebuttals 
against a possible unfavourable evaluation of his case. In short, he developed 
his own defence using whatever resources from the state apparatus (including 
that of having a good track record as well as the audacious rhetorical strategy 
of challenging the probation officers) available to him. His dossier, which was 
to serve as a disciplinary instrument, becomes a resource for him as he 
prepared to negotiate with the Court his release from Courage House. 
Raj:  You find for me, any big record, any big one, like smoking, 
fighting, don’t know what thing or stealing?  You find. If have, I 
stay for you.  
I: So this is what you are preparing to say to them, you are preparing 
in your head already, if they find fault lah? 
Raj: Yah. Then I tell them I want to study, make my own target, my own 
goal. Then I reach it ah. 
I: You must assure them ah. 
Mark entered into a kind of contractual understanding with his 
caseworker when he openly negotiated with her to break curfew. He willingly 
accepted the consequence of his transgression of the house rule.  
Mark:  It was a class party … like school kinda of thing … and Mdm D 
didn’t allow me. That time I was very young. So, she didn’t want 
me to stay overnight but I just went. And I called her before I left. I 
told her that I was going to leave and I will be back tomorrow. You 
can give me a punishment. And she was like, okay.  
 I:  So you really got your punishment?  
Mark:  Yup, I got my punishment. 
 228 
I:  You got caning?  
Mark:  No caning. Just seven days of detention. 
The negotiations in the system show that structures both constrain and 
enable (Dutta, 2011). The above vignettes illustrate that one can still exercise 
autonomy and resist authority even within the parameters of a disciplinary 
structure and discursive formation. 
Disclosing and telling are also empowering in that they instruct. Jason 
and his siblings had to negotiate an upheaval in their family life when their 
warring parents finally split up. For instance, his older brother showed Jason 
how to get meals on his own.  
Jason:  You can...the thing is that you don’t need to be helped. Every time 
your parents will just buy you food for you when you are at home. 
And suddenly when one day they are not doing that, you have to do 
it yourself. You have to do things yourself, cannot also depend on 
your parents. 
I:  How old were you when you had to do that, suddenly become 
independent? 
Jason:  Primary 3. 
I:  Did you have older brothers and sisters?  Older brothers? 
Jason:  Yes. 
I:  Did they show example first, and you just follow? 
Jason:  Yes. 
I:  So they started buying first and you will just follow them. 
Jason:  And then they were teaching me to do things yourself all that, don’t 
depend on others. And I listen to them. 
For Kathy, disclosing and negotiating were what saved her life from 
what had up to that point been a lifetime of abuse. She confided in a teacher 
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about sustaining abuse from her mother and started to plan her escape from 
home from thence.  
To Mei, disclosing has the potential of getting back at her father for 
abusing her.  
Mei:  Because I didn’t want to go home, but I wanted to get out of here 
(Grace House). So I went home, but I would like, shout at my 
parents. Because I knew that they couldn’t do anything to me 
anymore. They were under the government’s eyes. So I finally rrrr 
(makes sound) like that. 
I:  Oh, you have the Child Protection Order, so they can’t lay a finger 
on you. So if you feel very frustrated you can vent it all out and they 
can’t do anything.  
Mei:  Yeah.  
The categories of enduring and disclosing are linked to one another. 
Take the case of Amanda. As explicated in the category of enduring, Amanda 
was told many times that she wasn’t ready to return to school and home. Yet, 
she was not fully told why this was so. Not having the whole truth disclosed to 
her curtailed her endurance of her ‘sentence’ at Grace House. Just as not 
disclosing is a form of power over adults (including me as an interviewer), not 
having information revealed to them is a form of power being exercised over 
them. It is being denied a resource which could have helped them better deal 
with their circumstances.  
These Singapore stories tell of varying degrees of disclosing as ways of 
surviving one’s circumstances. Each disclosure is an encounter between the 
individual and the significant adults, peers and institutional structures 
constraining or enabling their lives. To these youth, surviving involves 
negotiating between disclosing and non-disclosing. As a matter of surviving a 
situation, how much, what and when to speak up depends on what the youth 
 230 
 
Degree of agency increasing 
understands of the context. The figure below (Figure 6) shows the constitutive 
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- Lifeworld  - Interview    - Lifeworld 
       - Interview   
       Speaking freely 
       - Interview 
       - Lifeworld 
Figure 6. Disclosing as a discursive strategy indexes agency 
In dialectic terms, the category of disclosing as a discursive strategy is 
constituted by the other moments of institutions, socials relations, 
beliefs/values/desires and practices. Its interactions with these other elements 
in the social process index varying levels of power relations. In this sense, 
engaging in discourse as a social element is doing power. In terms of nation 
building, the category of disclosing is revealing. These at-risk youth have the 
wherewithal (if they are willing) to negotiate. The government may find that it 
may have a better chance of having youth take part in building the nation if the 
youth are discursively empowered in their everyday living. Public relations can 
initiate the enabling as a start. 
Social Relations 
The category of relationships explicates the element of social relations 
and concurrently, power, in the lifeworld of these at-risk youth.  
Relationships. A youth’s relationships with parents, friends and 
siblings are power relations in discourse. There is no negotiating with abusive 
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parents, for instance. As Kathy put it, “I had been programmed and trained not 
to fight or resist” her mother since she was young.  
Bound by biological ties, some incidents in the lives of these youth defy 
negotiating. The familial relationships unravelling in a violent domestic 
context are fraught with power play and ambivalent loyalties.  
I:  So are you happy going home? 
Mei:  At first, I was very angry. 
I:  Why? 
Mei:  Because I didn’t [really] want to go home, but I wanted to get out of 
here [Grace House]. So I went home. But I would like, shout at my 
parents. Because I knew that they couldn’t do anything to me 
anymore. They were under the government’s eyes. So I finally rrrr 
like that. 
I:  Oh, you have the Child Protection Order, so they can’t lay a finger 
on you. So if you feel very frustrated you can vent it all out and they 
can’t do anything?  
Mei:  Yeah.  
I:  How does that feel? 
Mei:  I was very disappointed with myself lah, because they are still my 
parents. But over time, I forgive, I learned to let go of the past. 
Because here they also teach you how to let go. 
I:  But they [your parents] whacked you a lot.  
Mei:  But I’m still my father’s sperm, what.  
Mark did not feel obliged to negotiate with his family members at all. 
He felt he could not trust the surviving adults in his family. A self-declared 
orphan, he seemed to have an uncanny perspicuity for discerning ill intentions. 
Mark:  My aunt and my mother have different fathers and I don’t like her. I 
knew her a long time ago but I still don’t like her and I don’t trust 
her. I don’t trust anyone in my family. They are all blood-sucking 
money-minded people. Yah… they are all after my mother’s and 
father’s will and all that even till now … My grandmother told me 
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before she died not to go towards any of my family members … she 
said, don’t trust them. So I stick to it. I didn’t trust them. 
Mark’s stance shows how social relations affect self-
belief/values/desires to effect resistance (as a material practice), and how a 
supposed vulnerable actor can wield power through resistance.  
Friends fill in the vacuum left by an unsafe home environment. Kathy, 
for example, spent hours in the home of her close friends’ and their families to 
escape from the abuse at home.  
Friendship is a resource for building discursive empowerment and 
resilience among at-risk youth. To those I spkoke with, it did not matter that 
friends smoked, drank or stole. For Swee and Mark, friends were people who 
accepted them and who were there for them when they were in need. 
Swee:  Actually I also don’t know why they call them bad company, lah. 
To me, they are my very good friends … they treat me good. They 
are concerned … Like, when I need them they are like there for me 
lah. They won’t like abandon me. 
--- 
Mark:  My friends are not bad people. They are not ah bengs (Singlish for 
gangsters or uncouth youth) and all that. They are nice people. And 
I don’t want to leave them like that. We are all very close … even in 
poly… We are still in touch. We go out regularly and all that … I 
have known my friends longer than I knew my parents, my 
grandparents and anyone in my life … and it is same for my friends 
too. My friends also have similar stories to mine … They have got 
parents who have left lah … like … family all very problem … so 
yah … we are all understand each other… 
I:  Don’t you have to come back at a certain time?  
Mark:  Yah…a lot of times I had to come back at a certain time … I told 
them I was in Courage House. So they were like…they won’t hang 
out too late and if it was anything they won’t do it too many times. 
If once a week, I tell the staff that I had extra classes, they will 
believe.  
I:  Your friends actually understood. They accommodated it.  
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Mark:  … I won’t say I won’t be alone ... my friends would probably get 
married and all that … but we still will be able to meet each other 
and find time … I know we will. In poly already we can ... 
secondary school we can … I am sure we can do it when we grow 
up ... once in a while sure can. 
To John, friends made in the welfare home itself, are whom one draws on for 
fortitude in life. 
I:  In Courage House, who will back you up whenever you feel there is 
something unfair? 
John:  Should have, there will always be. 
Even so, friendships are also a terrain for negotiating. Swee might have 
many friends, but like Mark, she claims to have street-savvy to help her tell the 
genuine from the bogus.  
I:  So how do you feel when you see all these [fights] happening? 
Swee:  … who to believe and who not to believe already. Who are the fake 
ones and who are the real ones.  
I:  How do you tell a fake from the real?  
Swee:  Fake is like… hmm… their colours will slowly come out lah. Real 
one is those, they will be there for you, even if they have new 
friends all these, but they will just be there for you, lor. And no 
matter what, right, they will be like… no matter what the cost is, 
they will be there.  
Peer network is important to these youth for establishing identity. I 
suggest that fostering a sense of identity, pride and self-respect as 
Singaporeans (Ministry of Education, Singapore, 1997) entails three 
conditions: (i) being more circumspect about the unrelenting pursuit of 
excellence and economic prosperity spurred on by the unquestioned 
development of a neoliberal political economy; (ii) cultivating a gracious 
society by allowing the (iii) flourishing of “pure relationships” (Giddens, 
1993). The latter are relationships engendered for their intrinsic fulfilment 
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which are unconditional, and free of teleological utility. In other words, 
assuming the youth have genuine friends, the friendships that mean so much to 
at-risk youth may provide a starting resource for building a sense of national 
identity. The friends of at-risk youth can serve as the community with whom 
they can sort out their struggles and in so doing, develop their sense of identity. 
The friends of at-risk youth who are there for them through thick and thin, 
crises and celebrations, who accept and accommodate the constraints in their 
lives, can provide the emotional, material and even moral support necessary to 
grow their sense of self. Being committed as a citizen in one’s own chosen 
grouping may be the first step to committing oneself to being a citizen in the 
nation-state. Mark’s simple assertion gives a hint: “I didn’t want to leave 
Singapore … my friends are all here … I can’t just leave like that”. The 
friendships shared by these youth point to a culture within the at-risk youth 
community that is worth exploring further. The centrality of peer-to-peer 
relationships lends a special role for public relations to foster relationships in a 
network of relations and meanings. Friendship is a resource that can empower 
at-risk youth discursively and materially. The government may do well to pay 
attention to friendships among youth in its nation building endeavour.  
Beliefs/ Values/ Desires 
The categories of enduring, freedom, sense of self, being Singaporean 
and future plans pertain to the youth’s perception of themselves and the people 
around them; their motivations and their beliefs, priorities and aspirations. I 
suggest that these beliefs, values and desires at the micrological level drive 
discourse and material practices, including that of constructing the nation. 
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Enduring. Enduring features prominently in the corpus. This category 
has two dimensions, attitude and time, and revolves around the setting and the 
place wherein the youth find themselves. In this way, this category in the 
moment of beliefs and desires flows into the moment of institutions and rituals.  
A patient attitude and willingness to see the merit in one’s 
circumstances help the youth accept and make good their situations as Swee, 
Jason, John, Joel and Daniel attest. Once the youth realise that good behaviour 
and conforming to the schedule are non-negotiable, they comply with the rules 
and endure the regimented life. Good behaviour parlayed over an uneventful 
week is often the resource the youth use to qualify for a weekend reprieve from 
the disciplinary system.  
I:  What do you tell yourself to survive?  
Swee:  Hmm. Just finish this whole thing lor. Then I’m a free girl already. 
Yeah, must tahan  [Malay for bearing it up], lor … Just take it lor. 
You have to take it no matter what. Just go through it.  
Swee:  It’s really no choice. Another thing is you can think the positive 
way lah. It’s like, uh, okay, tuition helps our study, programmes 
help our education, all these lah. You can think of it that this place 
provides the best education all these lah. But actually, it’s not lah.  
I:  But you can tell yourself that in order to get through the day.  
Swee:  You can like, “Aiyah, you can go home already”. You just do your 
best and you can definitely go home. Then you can pass through the 
day.  
Swee:  Yeah. In order to go home, we will do anything. Not really anything 
but those acceptable ones lah.  
I:  In order to go home, you will comply. And once you go home, you 
do what you want to do.  
Swee:  Not really do what I want to do lah, but as in, follow my contract, 
my agreement. 
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As Swee’s point of view has shown, some of the youth realise that it is 
pointless or even detrimental to resist, and they accept their situation and adapt. 
Their enduring could be seen as resignation. However, I see their acceptance of 
the situation as agency in grasping the ‘rules of the game’ and then making the 
best out of the circumstances.  
I:  So what do you tell yourself when you have no freedom?  What do 
you think about and what do you do about it?  
Jason:  I have no reaction. I do nothing. 
I:  Do you think it’s ok to go with the flow? 
Jason:  It’s ok ... but ... I think the best is like you get to study. Study all the 
way until you’re good enough and then you will be good to go. 
Jason has a languid temperament that belies the reality of having separated 
parents and being separated from his five siblings. 
John was 15 when we met. His parents filed for Beyond Parental 
Control and he had spent two months in remand in Singapore Boys’ Home 
before he came to Courage House. He asserts his capacity for coping. 
I:  You cannot go anywhere you know?  You have to be here. Only 
home leave. 
John:  Yes, I know. I don’t mind. Two years only, we can tahan [Malay 
for bearing it up] one. 
I:  So, how do you cope with your difficulties?  Like now you are here, 
freedom or no freedom, you can’t do what you like. Here is cannot 
smoke, cannot drink, cannot everything. Cannot play computer 
games. Cannot even have handphone. So how do you cope with the 
difficulty? 
John:  Not say cope, like we bo pian [Hokkien for there is no alternative] 
… we just have to tahan [Malay for bearing it up]. Must cope one. 
Never cope also must cope. 
An accepting attitude of forbearance is tied to time. The boys talked 
about enduring the week for home leave the coming weekend, or enduring the 
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next 24 months or until they graduate at the end of their secondary school 
education.  
“Just tahan (Malay for bearing it up) like, few more days can go back already lah” 
(Mike, June 2013)  
 “Yeah. Just faster finish then I… have my freedom”. (Chris, June 2013) 
It helps that one knows when one will leave the welfare home,  
I:  When do you finish?  
Chris:  End of this year. October. 
--- 
James:  Around four more months only.  
I: So you just tahan four, five months, then that’s it already? 
James:  Yeah. 
Unlike the others, Amanda didn’t know when her stay in the welfare 
home would end. Not knowing a deadline or having to put up with shifting 
time targets is intolerable. At the time of interview, she felt she had reached the 
end of her patience with being detained and denied home leave every weekend. 
Without really being told exactly the reason for her detention weekend after 
weekend, her ability to endure is severely tested.  
I:  Grace House doesn’t want you to go to school?  
Amanda:  They think I’m not ready to go to school.  
I:  What is the reason for saying you’re not ready to go to school?  
Amanda:  I don’t know also lah. I very pissed off lah.  
I:  Surely they did say, you’re old enough for them to tell you, like 
“Amanda, we’re not going to let you go to school because…” 
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Amanda:  [Agitated] They think I’m not ready to go to school lor!  Just like 
this only.  
I:  You are not ready to go to school. So when will they know that 
you’re ready or not ready?  
Amanda:  Because at that point of time … I cannot wake up yet what. But now 
I got wake up every day but I don’t know why they still haven’t let 
me go to school. 
The threshold for enduring becomes shorter as the propensity for 
negotiating weakens. Amanda finds it intolerable when her confinement and 
retention were non-negotiable decisions imposed on her. The welfare home’s 
senior caseworker explained that Amanda was kept in the welfare home on 
weekends because her mother felt she could not handle Amanda on her own.  
Other than not knowing, another experience that presents an intolerable 
non-negotiable inevitability is accepting or anticipating death. Seventeen year-
old Lian, who was firm about leaving her abusive and negligent husband and 
taking their baby son with her, dissolved into profound sorrow and 
helplessness when talking about her terminally ill mother: “My heart hor, 
really, a lot of knives piercing into it. If my mom pass away or something. 
Touch wood lah. Then, wah, that is the last knife that… poke in hor, and will 
really make my heart smash into pieces.”  
The category of enduring takes on bodily and psychological dimensions 
for the abused girls. As Kathy put it: “It’s not just pain only. It’s humiliation, 
the actions”. She described the turning point in her life when she decided to 
leave her abusive mother. She knew she had reached the end of her tether when 
she entered a liminal state and decided that leaving her abusive mother was a 
non-negotiating certainty: “I was at the point where, I was so sick and tired, 
right, I just separate myself from my physical body …”  
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The terminal point of the continuum of enduring an experience comes 
when the troubled youth does not want to put up with an untenable situation 
any more. This end-point is significant because it is the juncture where the 
youth’s life takes a turn. The critical point for Kathy came one Sunday 
morning when her mother roused her at about five with beatings. Kathy’s 
decision to leave home came resolutely: 
So I was just think [sighs], she continue to hit me, although it was pain lah. So that’s 
it, I’m sick of this. Then I told myself I have to move out. So after that morning lah, 
then next day, it’s school. Sunday morning, I think. Then I went to tell my counsellor 
lah. I want to move out of my house. I think I want to file PPO (Personal Protection 
Order) also. I’m very sick of this.  
Caught in a context where there was no negotiating, Kathy made up her mind 
to just refuse. 
Lian’s turning point came on the day she was hurled against a wall. She 
planned her exit from her marital home from that day onward. 
Lian:  Then it’s like, all the things just coming together. 
I:  At that moment. 
Lian:  Yeah. I really damn stressed ah, then I say, I’m going home already. 
It’s, it’s… 
I:  This is like the last straw.  
Lian:  Yeah. This is like the last chance lah. Then he say, if I bring baby 
go, he will take a knife and… he threatened me lah, he say he want 
to take a knife and… don’t know, say, kill me. Something like that. 
Then, I never go home lah. 
When there appeared to be little room for negotiating with one’s 
abuser, the youth turned to resources to get themselves out of the situation. 
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Lian recruited her cousins in her escape and defied cultural expectations that a 
good wife stood by her husband: 
Lian:  I waited till November lor. Then I really cannot take it already, 
wah, I take the time that he’s not at home right, I packed everything, 
then I called my cousin to fetch me ... Then they two come and 
fetch me, with my uncle car. Then I packed everything ah, my one 
hand carry baby, another hand carrying all the luggage and all the 
bag. Then my cousin also two hand full. Then bring everything into 
the car. Then the mother [mother-in-law] say, you be a wife right, 
how can you like that, how can you go back to your own home? 
Then I say, did you all do your part or not?  You all, you all didn’t 
do your part leh. I was all the way doing all the cleaning and stuff 
leh. Then, what they expect from me?  Then I move back [to my 
mother’s] home lor. 
Kathy, on the other hand, reached into the depths of herself to extricate 
herself out of the incapacitating control of her mother.  
I:  So when was a time when you felt … it's really awful; you really 
felt totally humiliated and angry and upset... 
Kathy:  It was all the time leh. [Laughs] I just overcame it and bear with it 
lor. Okay lah, I moved out lah. Because she was like, hitting me all 
these, cos she usually don't allow me to fight back.  
Once Kathy decided that she wanted out of her circumstances, she approached 
her teachers and disclosed to them this private aspect of her life. In this way, 
the categories of enduring and disclosing implicate each other in a dialectical 
connection.  
Just when Lian and Kathy found themselves at the limit of an 
apparently non-negotiating situation, they turned things around for themselves. 
The point when the victim decided that she had reached the end of her 
enduring was the point that the victim took things into her own hands. Critical 
culture researchers can leverage the agency of at-risk youth as part of their 
efforts to enable theorising from below.  
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The Singapore Story as a metanarrative reminds youth to be vigilant 
about the dangers surrounding Singapore lest the tiny island state slips into 
political oblivion and even annihilation (Goh, C.T., 1996; Lee, H.L., 1997). 
The Singapore stories of the youth in this study alert us to the vulnerability of 
some youth as they endure the violent circumstances of their lifeworld. If 
nation building is about overcoming the economic and geopolitical odds 
against survival, the day-to-day living for these youth is about surviving their 
own homes. Citizenship and national identity might resonate more strongly 
with these at-risk youth if nation building starts by helping them make sense 
of, and thrive, in their day-to-day life. 
Freedom. The category of freedom is tied to the category of enduring 
as well as the notions of boundaries and agency. For these at-risk youth, nation 
building involves treading and negotiating the boundary between inside the 
welfare home of conformity and regiment, and the outside world of freedom 
and autonomy. The unanimous view among the respondents is to leave the 
institution and be free of its disciplinary life.  
Mei:  I like to have freedom. I don’t like being confined. Because I go to 
school’s remedial lesson, and I didn’t tell them, they said I had no 
accountability. Then, confinement.  
Mark, however, claimed he did not feel curtailed by the system. 
Mark:  … actually my stay here was fantastic. 
 I:  But they all hate it here?  
Mark:  Cos I kinda understood Courage House when I came in. It was a 
very simple system. You don’t mess around, you don’t screw 
around with the system, you can do whatever you want. 
I:  So as long as you don’t mess around, you have freedom?  
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Mark:  I don’t feel caged. If I wanted to smoke, [I do so] right … in here…  
Mark’s comment shows that grasping and playing by the rules of the game is a 
survival strategy whereby the survivor is one who circumvents the strictures by 
understanding the structure and ostensibly acting within its confines.  
Mark and Kathy, being among the older ones at 19, enjoy greater 
leakiness between the inside and outside the welfare home. Mark, as an after-
care resident, does not have to follow the usual residency rules and 
programme. He has chosen to stay on at Courage House after having gone 
through the curfews and the rules in the past. However, one has to see his 
apparent embrace of a disciplinary structure in the context of his background 
(an orphan), his ability to make the system work for himself as well as his 
ability to dodge the system when he needs to. Given his situation, staying on in 
Courage House is probably the most feasible arrangement for him. 
I:  So what is a UFO? 
Mark:  They call us aliens to the programme because we don’t follow 
anything. We are given the freedom to do anything we want.  
Kathy, however, experienced an even narrower window of freedom when she 
was living under her parents’ roof. She was still trying to get used to the 
relatively greater amount of freedom afforded in Grace House.  
Kathy:  … during the school holidays, I don't think I'll be able to step out of 
the house until school reopens. My mom will just keep me home. I 
don't have house key also. So just keep me at home... then I do 
everything at home lor. Then she goes out, I get locked at home also 
… Now I can go out freely, which I'm not used to, lah. 
This negotiating endeavour is a discursive process with material effects. 
Mark had negotiated for breaking curfew and taken the consequences for it, as 
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had Jude, who pursued freedom to the point of getting his mother to sign him 
out of Courage House.  
Given that these at-risk youth have to live with strictures at a significant 
stage of their lives, or that their exposure to “freedom” is associated with 
wantonness, it is worthwhile to create discursive spaces for at-risk youth to 
explore with one another and with concerned adults, the notion of freedom as 
the pre-requisite for self-determination and accountability. This deliberative 
space will also allow youth to develop the capacity for negotiating their role in 
handling freedom, rights and responsibilities. In this way, freedom as 
discursive empowerment becomes a tangible means for encouraging young 
citizens to participate in nation building.  
Sense of self. The category of sense of self explicates the respondents’ 
sense of self-efficacy, judgement of situations and sense of social justice. In 
this category, I learnt more about how these young Singaporeans dealt with the 
difficulties in their lives.  
Sense of self-efficacy. Another challenge for the youth was kicking the 
smoking habit. Chris, Peter and Darryl, who were conscripted into the welfare 
home’s smoking cessation programme, talked about their half-hearted efforts 
to stop smoking and subsequent aborted attempts. Chris’ obstacle was peer 
influence and a giving in to his desire. 
I:  How come you cannot stop smoking?  
Chris:  Don’t know leh, a bit hard leh. 
I:  When you start?  
Chris:  10 year [sic] old, 11 year old.  
I:  So, now you find like, habit already lah.  
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Chris:  Yeah. Want to stop lah. Trying lah. Trying to cut down.  
I:  Why did you want to smoke in the first place?  
Chris:  Don’t know lah, sometimes friends influence. So I just follow. Or 
sometimes I got the urge to smoke, then smoke lah.  
Peter did not find the smoking cessation message compelling enough. 
I:  So it [smoking cessation programme] doesn’t work for you, why? 
Peter:  Cos I don’t find it dangerous ah. 
I:  You don’t believe in it? 
Peter:  Believe, but then I don’t want to stop smoking lah, I don’t have the 
feeling to stop.  
While Darryl eschewed the programme because he could not find a better 
means to de-stress. 
I:  So are you going to stop smoking?  
Darryl:  … when I…reach 17, and I continue smoke, then I’m used to it, 
addicted lah. Then I have to keep smoking … [If] I now don’t 
smoke, if I stress, how?   
I:  … You start again, recently because you stressed. Have you thought 
of any other ways to de-stress instead of smoking?  
Darryl:  Have lah, but not enough…  
On life in general, however, the youth believe they can meet life’s 
challenges. They relied variously on ideology and gumption. Liang appeared to 
subscribe to the hegemonic principle of meritocracy. 
I:  What is the Singapore system?  
Liang:  You work hard for what you want.  
I:  You work hard for what you want. And you get what you want. 
Will you be properly rewarded, you think?  
Liang:  You achieve what you want until you have, ah.  
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John appeared to be secure in his caregiving environment. 
I:  In Courage House, who will back you up whenever you feel there is 
something unfair? 
John:  Should have. There will always be. 
Darryl, John, Mark and Augustine appeared to summon their inner reserves to 
tackle life’s challenges. Their sense of self delineated another complex of 
dialectic relations: the moment of belief/values interplaying with social 
relations, manifest in material practices such as self-reliant actions – one social 
moment interlocking with another in a stream of social processes. 
I:  I have to teach daytime. Night time I study. That’s a big challenge 
in my life. I got a stomach problem. Surely you have something?  
Darryl:  Nothing much lah. Because most of the thing that I can solve, I try 
to solve lah. 
Jason and his siblings found that they had to take care of themselves 
and grow up overnight when their parents divorced: “And suddenly, when one 
day they [his parents who divorced] are not doing that [preparing meals], you 
have to do it yourself. You have to do things yourself. Cannot depend on your 
parents”.  
Mark was 13 when he fended off those whom he saw as avaricious 
relatives who were only after his deceased mother’s will. 
I:  How do you feel like being fought over for custody?  You think it is 
because they want money and not [because they want to] look after 
you because they love [you]?  
Mark:  I know it is not cos they want to look after me. Cos every time the 
first question they will ask is...for me to agree to give guardianship 
to them. They wanted me to sign papers and I was 13 and I didn’t 
know what to do … and then when the lawyers came … I was 
suspicious…You are 13, also common sense still have. 
Augustine turned the whole of his situation in life into good.
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I:  … Last time you didn’t agree with them and everything, why have 
you changed? 
Augustine:  Because of Courage House. It changed me a lot. Made me a better 
person. Made me how to talk to my parents nicely … I helped my 
own self to change. I came in here last year. I will have one-and-a-
half years to change. If I don’t change, I’m just wasting my own 
time staying here, so I might as well change.  
The youth’s perception of self-efficacy in overcoming a thorny 
situation, solving problems or curbing a behaviour (such as their smoking habit 
or losing their temper) may lie closer to that side of the negotiating continuum 
which is about seeking out and harnessing extant resources to meet the 
challenges in their lives. Mark stuck to his guns and wit when mired in a 
difficult situation. Darryl and some of the boys would turn to sports to stave off 
a cigarette craving. Darryl has an additional resource for calming down: 
Darryl:  I got a place that can make me relaxed lah, but not around here … 
it’s a park. There you walk…you can see people fishing all these.  
I:  And that relaxes you?  
Darryl:  Yeah, relax because no one talk to you, you relax, walk alone … 
reflect lah. Reflect what you do, “Why am I so stressed?”. 
Sense of social justice. Nation building and developing citizens involve 
the development of youth citizens’ sense of social justice (Freire, 1998). To 
find out more about the respondents’ sense of social justice, I attempted to 
elicit their responses to a poignant period in the country’s history which 
pertained to the cultural identity and language of the middle school Chinese 
students in the early years of self-government. The respondents were presented 
with a snippet from the documentary, Invisible City. The film features little 
seen slices of the turbulent life of youth in Singapore’s history in the 1950s – 
namely, Chinese middle school students protesting against the British 
injunction to close Chinese middle schools because the schools were perceived 
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to be nests for communist activists and activism. The respondents unanimously 
saw the incident as a violation of rights and claimed that they too would protest 
against what they saw to be a discriminatory policy against a language and 
culture. Charles and Darryl attest: 
I:  How can we try to make it fair? 
Charles:  Fight for our rights. 
I:  Will you dare to fight for your rights? 
Charles:  Yah. 
--- 
I:  … if you don’t like something now about Singapore, how would 
you show your dislike?  
Darryl:  If I told my mom, share around first. Then if my mom got friend 
who got children, then sometimes they say, “Agree, agree”. After 
that, they go to the MP. Then the MP will think and send some 
people go to check, lah. 
The current differentiated citizenship education curricula for students in 
different educational tracks provoked Charles’ sense of fairness about his own 
life in the slower track: “Like they looking down on us”. 
Some youth, however, squirmed and turned away from answering 
directly when I asked if they dared to openly show their disagreement. Kern 
would not contest the government since it has provided him well. 
I:  If the government thinks that “Oh you, N-Level track, you just go 
this track lah”, will you compare with…? 
Kern:  No, I will just take it lah, because Singapore only gave me 
something that I am supposed to… that they gave me. It’s by them 
that they gave us something to do. 
I:  What is it that Singapore has given you? 
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Kern:  A home, that’s one. They have given me a home. They practically 
give everyone a home. That’s why you don’t see any poor families 
on the road.  
I:  Maybe they pick them up and put them somewhere else? 
Kern:  Yah, they pick them up and put them somewhere else where they 
lead a better life.  
Yet, he too claimed that he would negotiate for a better deal: 
I:  If you feel that there is something that is really unfair that happened 
to you or your friends, would you dare to show your disagreement? 
Kern:  Yah, I would. 
I:  Would you dare protest?  How would you show your disagreement? 
Kern:  Not in a protesting way lah. In a way that they understand what they 
should know. 
I:  Ways of understanding… For example?   
Kern:  Find out where the government is. Write a letter to them based on a 
protest, not to insult them, not to scold them but just to let them 
know that they are being unfair. Explain to them how they are being 
unfair and whether they can improve it or not because they (the 
students) didn’t do anything wrong to them all. If they did anything 
wrong to you all, please mail me back a letter so we can discuss this 
over a cup of tea or coffee. No need to be violent lah. Just talk over 
it. Don’t fight over things that are not worth. I have reasoned with 
people. It does work.  
The respondents cited incidents in their own experiences of standing up 
to what they discerned to be an unfair decision by a higher authority. When 
they claimed they would stand up for an injustice, the respondents conveyed 
agency through their sense of fairness. 
I:  What would be very important for you, for people your age … that 
would make you want to take action?  
Jason:  When someone is being accused. 
I:  Has that happened before? 
Jason:  Yes. I helped that person … I get evidence from everywhere. 
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I:  But why did you do that for your friend? 
Jason:  Because I think, I put myself in his shoes – if I were him, if I were 
wrongly accused, I wouldn’t like that. 
I:  Did he do anything to help himself? 
Jason:  No. He just had this mindset that “Since I’m accused, I’m accused. 
What can I do?”. In the end, they apologised. 
I:  The people who accused him? 
Jason:  Yes. 
I:  How do you feel after doing all that? 
Jason:  Just feel happy because I help somebody. 
Swee and Darryl shared their experiences with adjudicating altercations. 
I:  What do you tell the warring parties?  
Darryl:  … you imagine you’re the person, then another guy fight with you, 
then another people add fire, do you like it?”  The person says, 
“Yeah, quite true”. Then, they stop adding fire. Then … they fight. 
Then teacher came. Then the boys pull them away … After that, I 
talk to them. I ask, “For what you all fight?”. They fight because of 
the basketball.  
I:  Hahaha. So you help people see, like sometimes, it’s so… 
Darryl: S mall lah. Might as well call teacher go take another basketball. Two 
team.  
Darryl approached another rancorous situation with the same 
temperance and compassion. He had witnessed how a classmate had resorted to 
writing to a Member of Parliament to correct an alleged discrimination by a 
teacher. Darryl did not think it was right to do that to the teacher. 
I:  Why is the teacher picking on her?  
Darryl:  Don’t know. Because … the parents was…very care for her lah … 
she need what, the parents will bought. She like to show off lah … 
that teacher don’t like people who show off. Then the girl show off 
to the teacher.  
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I:  So the teacher got?  
Darryl:  Pissed off.  
I:  So the teacher… target her?  
Darryl:  Yeah. Everything, you go do, you go do, you go do.  
I:  Then after that she bu4 fu3 qi4, (Mandarin for being disgruntled) 
lah. Then she go and tell the mom, lah.  
Darryl:  Yeah. Go to the MP there. Then the MP call people go check. Then 
yeah, quite true … after that they … give the warning to the teacher. 
Then after that the teacher say, never mind, my bad, it’s my bad. He 
say he also don’t feel like teaching anymore. 
To these at-risk youth, helping the nation overcome the obstacles, 
constraints and vulnerabilities may pose a remote abstraction. Yet, their sense 
of self and fairness and their ability to resolve challenges at the microphysical 
level in their everyday world may be a start to developing the capacity to 
contribute to nation building.  
Being Singaporean. The youth’s perspectives of the nation can be 
grouped into primordial (Geertz, 1996) and instrumental (Shultz, 1999). The 
first sense of the nation revolves around shared bases of blood and language 
(Geertz, 1996).  As Raj put it, “Singapore got the blood”. The other youth 
named Singlish as the national linguistic marker. 
The second notion of national identity is formed from civic and cultural 
interactions and bonds over time, resulting in shared beliefs, lifestyles and 
dispositions. It is interesting that the strands of Othering in the discourse are 
about Singaporeans with the undesirable disposition for playing it so safe and 
being so competitive that life here becomes stifling. The Other are those who 
live out the hegemonic ideology of pragmatism and economic determinism to 
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the hilt. The interviewees resisted these Others and saw themselves apart from 
the unsavoury members in society. 
In the instrumental sense of national identity, the category of being 
Singaporean is replete with continuities and discontinuities with the dominant 
discourse on nation building. The instrumental view is the predominant view 
among the respondents. This is also the stance of the government, the national 
education message being, “Singapore is our homeland” (Ministry of Education, 
1997).  The following three excerpts illustrate how the discourse of these youth 
on the ground is coterminous with the government discourse. 
I:  What is Singapore to you? 
Jason:  A home to me. 
--- 
I:  So what is life like in Singapore for you? What is Singapore to you? 
Swee:  My home lor. (Conversation tag in Singlish to signify resignation or 
dismissiveness).  
I:  What does it mean? 
Swee:  Because my parents are in Singapore. And… because I live from 
young. I lived here from young, and there’s a lot of memories in 
Singapore lah. So that’s why I would say Singapore is my home 
lah.  
Singapore was a haven of safety.  
I:  What is Singapore to you?  
Darryl:  A safe place. Because we’re surrounded by Malaysia, Indonesia, all 
these countries lah. Like typhoon, Singapore won’t kena (Singlish 
for “being affected”). Philippines kena. Tsunami, Indonesia 
covered.  
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When the youth unpacked the notion of Singapore as home, it became 
apparent that it was relationships and fellow citizens that made Singapore 
home to them. 
Mei:  Because I’m used to growing up here. I was born in Singapore, I 
used to do all the Singaporean stuff lah. Like, going down to the 
playground to play, like you don’t need to call or SMS each other to 
go down. It’s like, all the kids at that time, at 5 o’clock, it’s like, 
“Oh, it’s time to go down to play”. You don’t need to call each 
other.  
Jason saw Singaporeans as kind and helpful. 
I:  How would you describe this Singapore home? 
Jason:  A place where people are helpful. Helpful and thoughtful. 
--- 
Mark:  I didn’t want to leave Singapore. I mean it is all…my friends are all 
here. It is like I can’t just leave like that  
I:  How come? Everyone wants to leave Singapore. Haven’t you 
heard?  
Mark:  I know but all my friends are here and I don’t have family and they 
are the only people I have.  
--- 
Raj:  Like my house here. Singapore also got the blood.  
Mark’s sense of national identity is both primordial and instrumental.  
I:  … So you went to America. You didn’t like it…  
Mark:  I stayed for a few months, half a year when I was in Primary Two.  
I:  That is long enough to like a country. 
Mark:  I still didn’t like it. I like the snow and all that but I still didn’t like 
it. I don’t feel comfortable there. 
I:  … this kind of places go, travel come back can already…  
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Mark:  Yah like holiday can lah. But I want Singapore.  
I:  I think you are like me. A lot of us are like that.  
Mark:  Yah, I guess so, Singaporean mah … we no matter how much we 
complain about our country right  … I will complain, I will say, 
“Very hot the weather … everything very expensive. Cigarette 
prices also increasing. I go overseas, I see cigarette prices that 
cheap. At the end of the day I still want to come home. It is not the 
same lah. Not Singapore. 
Another sense of national identity seems to be an instrumental kind of 
political identity. Jude and Daniel thought that being Singaporean was a 
privilege, with the government looking after citizens.  
I:  So what is Singapore for you? You are Singaporean?  You are born 
here, right? So what is Singapore to you? 
Daniel:  Gifted lah. 
I:  That’s a nice word, what do you mean by gifted?  
Daniel:  Gifted to be born here … lucky to born here, pampered something 
like that. As in like we have education, and then we have homes. If 
you have no money, there is government to help you and back you 
up. In other countries, they don’t have. 
Mei thought that Singlish or Singapore Colloquial English, is what 
distinguishes Singaporeans from foreigners. Augustine, in particular, said he 
was proud to be Singaporean and speaking Singlish.  
Kathy’s sceptical perception of Singaporeans was shared by many of 
the respondents. The youth invariably described fellow citizens as kiasu (from 
Chinese dialect of Hokkien to mean afraid to lose out, used to describe overly 
competitive people), fastidious and complaining.  
I:  How are we different from foreigners?  How can you spot a 
Singaporean from afar?  
Mei:  You walk very fast. You’re very kiasu. You speak a lot of Singlish. 
You see queue, you go queue. I think the ‘see queue then go queue’ 
is the older generation. Now lazy lah, later then queue. And we will 
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know what we’re queuing for. But some, because of pressure from 
parents, their studies ah … woo!  
--- 
I:  Who are Singaporeans? 
Bern: Like to complain.  
I:  Complain about what? Here got Singaporeans or not, like to 
complain or not, the boys here.  
Bern:  Yah, they expect much 
I:  Expectation is high. Do you feel you have high expectations? 
Bern:  No. 
I:  You don’t have high expectations? So do you feel pressure from 
people who expect more from you? 
Bern:  Sometimes, I get irritated. Why need to do so much?  What’s the 
point? 
--- 
I:  So what are Singaporeans like to you? 
Joel:  Very choosy. Like they like to compare stuff.  
I:  What do you mean by compare stuff? 
Joel:  Like food lah. Which one is better, which one is healthier. And the 
price also. 
… like very kiasu like that.  
I:  What is kiasu to you? An example of kiasu behaviour? 
Joel:  [laughs] … like queuing up for food. Got very little people but he 
still run, seriously. Everybody was walking there, but he just run 
past us. Like very kan cheong (Cantonese for being hyperanxious). 
I:  That’s quite funny. Are you a little kiasu, you think? 
Joel:  Sometimes yeah. It depends.  
I:  When do you feel you’re kiasu? 
Joel:  I cut queue sometimes.  
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Being kiasu is such a prevalent trait that it is arguably constitutive of 
the Singaporean habitus, like it or not.  
I:  But there are people who say that Singaporeans are kiasu and kan 
cheong (Cantonese for hyperanxious). Do you agree? 
Jason:  Yes. I think...everybody is the same. 
I:  What do you mean everyone is the same? 
Jason:  For me, it’s normal to be kiasu and kancheong. You have to fight 
for your own survival. So just have to be kiasu and kancheong. 
Being kiasu appears to stifle people.  
Charles:  … this one like too safe. 
I:  We are too safe here?  Too safe is not good? 
 
Charles:  Safe, good … (but) not until like scared of everything… [until] like 
everything also want. 
The second aspect of the instrumental view of national identity is about 
the relationships built over time. This aspect appears to be the most compelling 
proposition for the respondents. Public relations with its remit on enabling 
dialogue, listening and other relationship-building efforts has a special role in 
faciliting this apsect of national identity.  
Some of them like Swee and Kathy distance themselves from those 
characteristics.  
Swee:  People would say like Singaporeans are kiasu. I personally am not 
kiasu lah. But on average, I think Singaporeans are.  
I:  What’s the meaning of kiasu? What’s kiasu?  
Swee:  Like… kiasu is like, one small thing also must complain. Complain, 
complain all these. Then like one tissue also very calculative. 
I:  Calculative. Like uptight? 
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Swee:  Yeah. 
I:  What are the good things about Singaporeans?  
Swee:  Hmm…. I don’t know leh. I haven’t realised that yet.  
--- 
Kathy:  … Singaporeans are quite superficial.  
I:  What do you mean by Singaporeans are superficial? 
Kathy:  Okay lah, if I see there's free stuff, I will chiong (Hokkien for to 
rush forward) and... I mean, I was Chinese, I was China Chinese, 
but I've been brought up in … Singapore … I think China Chinese 
right, apart from our career these kind of things, right, we still take 
time to look at nature, do some literature things. But Singaporean, 
they have a different way of enjoying life lah. Like going to the 
mall. 
I:  So you think that's superficial and… 
Kathy:  A little bit lah. Because I read books lah. Then... I read Taiwanese 
authors … their definition of bliss is very different from Singapore.  
I:  Maybe ours is the 5Cs (car, condominium, cash, credit card, country 
club membership)? But theirs is something else. 
Kathy:  No, they see happiness in the, in very normal things like, a family 
sitting down to eat meals together.  
I:  … happiness for them is small things. But for us it has to be … 
something material?  Yeah it has to be… must earn money, must 
this, must that… 
Kathy:  Not all lah. Not all lah, I think, the, average heartlanders, I think 
they find happiness in most things although they complain a lot. 
Yeah. Singaporeans complain a lot, but I think they still enjoy it 
[living in Singapore] deep down lah. [Laughs] 
Bern succinctly captures the conceptual metaphor of the nation as 
survival in plain language: 
I:  What is Singapore to you? 
Bern:  Studies and certificate. 
I:  Singapore is studies and certificate?  So, then how about people 
who want to do sports?  
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Bern:  Don’t know leh. Singapore like don’t really…. They still look into 
sports but not so much compared to…  
I:  Yah, I suppose so. So what is Singapore to you?  Studies and certs 
only lah. Anything else?  
Bern:  Survival, ah. 
I:  Survival meaning what? 
Bern:  Put three meals on the table. 
For Lian, life here is about being mired in problems.  
I:  How do you find life in Singapore? What’s Singapore to you? 
Lian:  It’s safe, but still, a lot of difficulties everywhere … Cancer all 
around and stuff. 
Kathy held a gritty view of life too. “People just became so cynical and 
so caught up with their own lives that they... that they see National Day not a 
sort of celebration for the country but a way to get goodie bags.”  
While, for Liang, being Singaporean was about achieving what you 
wanted if you worked at it, for a couple of his peers, living in Singaporean was 
tough. Mike wanted to take off to Thailand which he heard, offered a more 
relaxed living. Charles just wished he were not Singaporean at all! 
Charles:  If could choose where I born, can choose somewhere else lah. 
I:  Why? 
Charles:  Here like a lot of stress, then if don’t study then you won’t get a job, 
like you need the cert only to get a job. Outside like maybe you 
from young, you start helping your parents. Then when you older 
you can take over, even if you no cert, you know how to do the 
business … Cos last time, our family wanted to move somewhere 
else. 
The youth all talked about how to survive in Singapore one must get 
sufficient paper qualifications. Given that many of them were not achieving 
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academically, the norm of meritocracy by achievement was hard for them to 
measure up. The government’s nation building exhortations to youth to help 
Singapore survive in a globalised, competitive world (Lee, 2013) does not 
commensurate with the youths’ ambition of wanting a simple life. These youth 
were concerned instead, with surviving Singapore in their individual capacities.  
While a few of the boys talked about standing up for injustices, and 
negotiating vigorously for more equity, the oldest female respondent, Kathy 
felt that Singaporeans were too preoccupied with their mundane lives and 
shopping to care. Said Kathy: “I was so preoccupied with my own life already. 
I had all my troubles, and I didn’t really have time to love my country”. Yet, in 
so saying, China-born Kathy belied that she regarded Singapore as her own 
country. 
The first key message in the national education framework is 
“Singapore is our homeland; this is where we belong. We treasure our heritage 
and take pride in shaping our own unique way of life.”  The respondents 
regarded Singapore as home too. Yet youth constructions of Singapore are also 
fraught with critical perceptions of the Singaporean way of life. While the 
government is concerned about national divisiveness along racial lines, “We 
must preserve racial and religious harmony. We value our diversity and are 
determined to stay a united people” (Ministry of Education, Singapore, 2000), 
the youth’s dislike of their compatriots’ overly competitive kiasu traits and 
their own reproduction of the larger societal rhetoric about the need for paper 
qualifications in order to get a decent living, suggest that social and economic 
inequities pose a greater risk to dividing society. The youth narratives 
commensurate with research conducted by economists and sociologists that 
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socio-economic inequities are what divides Singapore society (Bhaskaran, Ho, 
Low, Tan, Vadaketh & Yeoh, 2012; Frank, 2007; Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009). 
The researchers maintain that socio-economic inequities consequently 
undermine racial and religious harmony and national cohesiveness (Bhaskaran 
et al., 2012). In a similar vein, the disaffection among underachieving youth 
may undermine national cohesiveness and nation building efforts. 
The interview excerpts in this chapter show that for the majority of the 
respondents, Singlish may be the only form of English they can use with me to 
express their national and personal selves. Language competence as cultural 
capital reflects the socio-economic disparities of a society (Bourdieu & 
Passeron, 1990). The correlation between language ability and socio-economic 
standing can be illustrated in the disparate linguistic competences of the 
members of a diaglossic community. In the diaglossic context of Singapore 
English, Standard Singapore English is the language of education, elitism, 
progress and prosperity, and Singlish is its stigmatised counterpart or basilect 
(Yoong, 2009). The youth’s usage of English and their identification of only 
Singlish as a Singaporean characteristic may be revealing something about 
their socio-economic background.  
The country as home should be a significant domain to the vulnerable 
public. In their own lives, where complexities and instabilities prevail, a home 
may be just the space at-risk youth crave to find for themselves. Where their 
own family members have failed to provide for their needs, friends, 
caseworkers and teachers may fill the vacuum and the need for stability. Only 
then can racial harmony and political stability mean anything to these at-risk 
youth. 
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What was apparent in the representations of the nation was the 
economic rationality that has been foundational to the government’s nation 
building edifice. And while it appeared that the youth endeavoured to heed the 
government’s call for them to work hard, and obtain a secured future for 
themselves and society, what was absent were references to feeling cherished 
as valued citizens. Indeed, the State’s version of meritocracy in rewarding 
citizens based on their abilities and achievement seems to have dealt these 
youth a heavy hand. The youth are stressed about not being able to thrive in the 
education system, and subsequently, the job market. In fact, they appear to be 
besieged by the structures. Some talked about wanting out, even if their hearts 
might lie in Singapore. With these at-risk youth, nation building may be less 
about identifying with the nation to increase productivity or even about 
upholding meritocracy, than it is about being able to handle stress, personal 
crises and challenges so that they eventually get to lead the simple life they 
wish to have. And, as I found out, one way to approximate this ideal life of 
theirs is to leave the country. 
Akin to the government’s conceptual metaphoric representations 
(discussed in Chapter 4) of the nation, some of the instrumental views in these 
youths’ representations of Singapore show the hegenomic pervasiveness of the 
government’s discursive construction of the nation. Furthermore, the dialectic 
logic reveals that some of the discursive moments informing social practices 
and relations, and directing beliefs/values/desire – may ameliorate the youths’ 
affinity and commitment to the nation in time to come. As a public relations 
exercise on theorising from below, the conversations here served as a platform 
 261 
for some at-risk youth to voice their perceptions of the nation, their compatriots 
and their perspectives on life. The government should heed the voices. 
Future Plans. As a moment of beliefs, values and desires, the category 
of future plans reveals the youths’ aspirations and their level of confidence in 
attaining their dreams. This category not only draws on the category of sense of 
self, in terms of the respondents’ self-efficacy, it also points to the proclivities 
of some of the marginalised members in the workforce and electorate to come.    
Immediately though, future plans as a category is tied to the category of 
school, on the premise that success in life to come is based on success in 
school now. Nearly all the interviewees were from the Normal academic or 
technical track secondary education. Those in the Normal academic track take 
the GCE ‘O’ levels in five instead of four years. The five-year technical track 
is designed for students who have difficulties handling the academic track.  
At 19 years old, the two oldest youth were clearest about their career 
directions. Mark is in polytechnic, studying to be a computer engineer. Kathy, 
who has always been fascinated by buildings, is taking her A-level exams 
again this year as a step closer to realising her dream of becoming an architect:  
Kathy:  … buildings you know… house some sort of ambition or a family... 
even those ugly skyscrapers. Like, people that fight for their 
passion, for their careers. 
The other youth, however, spoke tentatively about completing their 
secondary school education and going on to a vocational school. Augustine and 
Bern, for example, spoke about enrolling into an ITE (Institute of Technical 
Education) before doing what they wished to do most. 
I:  What are your plans to go and get yourself trained [in tattoo 
drawing]? 
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Augustine:  … maybe after I graduate from secondary school, then after I finish 
my ITE or something like this … 
I:  I think even Poly (polytechnic) has, it’s called Visual 
Communications.  
Augustine:  Then I take that course, like just draw lah, learn how to draw… 
--- 
I:  So after when you finish your N’ Level, what are you going to do? 
Bern:  Maybe ITE. 
I:  What are you going to study here?  Business?  
Bern:  I heard there is a one… still not very sure ah, cos my most preferred 
I want to do is sports ah. 
The youths’ career aspirations ranged from being tattoo artists, football 
players, a disc jockey, a miner, a chef to being an architect, a businessman, a 
computer engineer or a fitness coach – not quite the PMET jobs (professionals, 
managers, executives or technicians) which mainstream youth and their parents 
typically aspire to (Low, 2013).  
I:  Why is it that tattoo drawing makes you happy?  
Augustine:  Yeah … every time I draw on someone, it makes me feel like I 
accomplished something. It’s like a dream for me. It’s quite hard to 
explain why it makes me happy. 
Jason harbours ambitions of being a television actor. 
Jason:  Actually, I have this ambition of, dreams, from small, from young; I 
just want to be... an actor or someone famous in the world, an actor 
or something like that. 
I:  Do you dare to go on stage?  Do you think you will be shy to go on 
stage? 
Jason:  Of course. Everybody will have stage fright. 
I:  Do you think you can get around your stage fright to become the 
actor? 
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Jason:  Mmm. 
I:  Why don’t you go and try MediaCorp?  You can speak Mandarin, 
right? 
Jason:  Yes. 
I:  Why don’t you go and try? 
Jason:  Don’t know. Want to try but don’t want to try. 
I:  Go and try. What can you lose besides your time? 
Jason:  Shy. 
I:  The most is you waste time. That’s all you waste. I don’t think you 
are going to waste a lot of money, right?  You’re not going to lose 
your life, right?  You’re just going to lose some time. People always 
say you can be anything you want to be, right? 
Jason:  Yes. 
I:  Do you believe that? 
Jason:  Yes, I really believe that. 
I:  Then, why do you have to be shy about being an actor?  Go. 
Jason:  Scared to be. I’m shy. 
The youth who were clear on a vocation were, in the words of Kern, 
impatient for “school to be over”. Kern, for example, yearned to enrol in a full-
fledged culinary school to fulfil his dream of becoming a chef. 
Kern:  This is my challenge … I want to get into a culinary school by next 
year … 
I am not interested in studies. I am only interested in doing F&N, 
Food and Nutrition, Home Economics, budget and all, but budget 
means Maths, lah. So either way I just have to focus on my weaker 
subject. 
Raj,15, is in his second year of the five-year technical track meant for 
students who have difficulties handling mainstream educational system. He 
appears only interested in going to school to be trained as a footballer.  
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I:  So you want to play with Northlight (Secondary School) and 
hopefully train to become a national player?  
Raj: Yah, I play, play, then let the school teacher, the coach see I can 
play properly, like I can really play, ah! 
I: Have you met them?  Have you gone to Northlight before? 
Raj: No. 
I: But this is your plan? This is what you are thinking? You want to 
show the teacher there that you can really play and consider train 
you? 
Raj: Yah, train me. Then go to another school. Then from there, send me 
to [Singapore] Sports School, ask me train. 
At-risk youth should be given discursive agency to negotiate for 
opportunities and resources to develop their passions. That said, the tentative 
and tenuous responses here indicate a need for strengthening the youth’s 
academic foundation while providing career counsel. 
In this category too, a couple of youth talked about lifestyle aspirations. 
These aspirations allude to simple living.  
I:  What’s your dream when you study your way out of here?  What do 
you want to be? 
Jason:  I have no dreams. 
I:  What do you want to be: What are your goals?  What are your 
aspirations? 
Jason:  Maybe I want to be.... 
I:  What do you want to do?  Don’t need to be. 
Jason:  Just want to have...relax. I don’t know what I am going to do. I 
don’t have any ambitions or aspirations or anything. I don’t have 
any dreams. 
I:  What do you enjoy doing now? 
Jason:  Nothing. No interest ... may be soccer. 
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Fifteen year-old Augustine wants to get married and have his own family when 
he turns 25. So does John. 
I:  What are your dreams? 
John:  Dreams? 
I:  What do you want to be?  Aspirations?  What do you hope for in 
your future? 
John:  A job that can earn me money, can bring up a family. Good enough.  
I:  So enough to just get by? 
John:  Yeah, don’t need too much. 
Mike wants to live in Thailand one day.  
I:  What are your dreams and hopes?  
Mike:  I really haven’t thought about it.  
I:  What do you want to do?  
Mike:  I want to move to Thailand. Because I have friends there. They’re 
adults. And they say Thailand life is very relaxed.  
I:  What do you want to do in Thailand?  What do your friends do in 
Thailand? 
Mike:  Normal life lah. Like work for a few hours, then go back and relax 
already.  
Mark’s vision of an ideal life might have captured the general sentiment of this 
group of respondents when he shared this: 
Mark:  I don’t need an extremely high paying job… I just need enough to 
sustain myself…  
I:  You have this electronic computer whatever … your job will be 
quite decent. 
Mark:  I don’t want to be those workaholics … I don’t want to spend my 
whole day working and all that … I want to have a future where I 
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can go to work, come home, buy a packet of chicken rice, watch tv, 
sleep … very simple, very nice. That is my definition of awesome.  
Before youth can help “ensure a stable social order” (Ministry of 
Education, Singapore, 1997), they have to be assisted with access to resources 
and guidance which will help them identify their vocations and negotiate for 
opportunities to realise their own potentials first. The youth have to come into 
their own first before they can help the nation “build a bright future for 
ourselves” (Ministry of Education, Singapore, 1997). 
In this final category of future plans, the interactions among 
beliefs/values/desires, discourse, institutions and structures, reified in material 
practices underline the mutually constitutive construction of social reality, 
including that of individual and national futures.  
In this second chapter of findings, I explicated 14 categories of 
concepts ploughed from grounded theory analysis, in terms of their dialectic 
relations with one another. Imbricated by the triangulation of structures, culture 
and agency, the concepts and their relations to one another demonstrate that for 
nation building to be a pertinent and compelling proposition for these at-risk 
youth, the path to the political and national has to begin with the cultural and 
the personal (Gilbert, 1996). The implications for public relations practice are 
broached and will be fleshed out in the next chapter. In articulating the 
concepts behind the representations of some aspects of life in Singapore, I have 
plumbed the depths of the interactions amongst the moments of a social 
process to knit a bricolage of Singapore stories, continuous and discontinuous 
with the State metanarrative. I shall wrap up the discussion on the significance 
of the bricolage for nation building and public relations in the next and final 
chapter. 
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CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
This study began with a search for a suitable theory to explicate the role 
of public relations in nation building. I chose to study this role in the context of 
the welfare home for at-risk youth because I wanted to observe how public 
relations for nation building might apply to an important but marginalised 
public. After all, this public, while vulnerable to societal risk, and of risk to 
society, some might add, are an integral part of the “future leaders and 
electorate” of a nation.  Defining and re-imagining a role for public relations in 
nation building has national and personal implications that will add to the 
meaning and practice of public relations and augment its role in practice, 
research and possibly, policy. 
I shall begin the discussions in this final chapter with a recapitulation of 
the key concepts embedded in the government ideology and discourse about 
nation building. Critical Metaphor Analysis proves to be an effective analytical 
tool for uncovering the ‘inside-thinking’ of the government as such. I then 
proceed to discuss the ideas underlying the discourse of some at-risk youth on 
life in Singapore and why a dialectical perspective is necessary to bring out a 
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fuller significance of the 14 categories that emerged from the corpus. I posit a 
dialectical view as useful for articulating the macro level discourse with the 
micrological level discourse on nation building. In fact this way of juxtaposing 
the interactions between the two levels of discourse, roughly running in 
parallel, between structures and events, is both productive and reflective of 
how we understand social phenomena. The implications for public relations 
practice and research, particularly in nation building, are rich. I go on to talk 
about future research and the limitations of this study, and close the chapter 
and this dissertation with final remarks of this research project. 
KEY FINDINGS 
Government Discourse About the Nation 
Conceptual metaphors. The data analysis and findings in this research 
project show that nation building is a discursive practice. In my analysis of the 
dominant discourse of the Singapore government, I found that the official 
speeches on national education reveal eight conceptual metaphors: 
CONTAINER; BUILDING; JOURNEY; REMEMBERING; SEEING; 
MORALITY, CULTIVATION and LABOUR. The metaphors revolve around 
and reinforce the overarching metaphor, NATION BUILDING IS 
SURVIVAL. Together, these metaphors index the government’s ideological 
and policy preoccupation with racial harmony, economic performativity and 
the corollary value and policy of meritocracy. Singapore is seen as a small 
nation-state, always struggling to keep its sovereignty and constantly needing 
to remember its hard-won independence and maintain its material and moral 
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successes through hard work, meritocracy, national cohesiveness and the vision 
and leadership of the government. In short, building the nation together is a 
matter of life and death.  
Organisational agenda trumps public interest. At a deeper level of 
analysis, the conceptual metaphors bring to surface the deep-seated 
legitimising interests of the ruling party, the PAP, driving the government. In a 
critical analysis of the conceptual metaphors underlying the nation building 
and national education speeches by government leaders, the government as 
organisation was shown to position itself as driving, building and championing 
values and meanings in ways which legitimise, reinforce and reproduce its 
political leadership. The research confirms the critical public relations 
scholars’ argument that organisations are wont to protect their own interests 
and agendas in the precarious balancing of interests and agendas between an 
organisation and its publics.  
As in other ideologies of unity, the nation building goal of national 
unity belies an interest agenda (Mumby, 1988) which may not be immediately 
apparent to young citizens. With time and consistent reproduction through 
various social moments and structures, the partisan interests may become banal 
and even unanimously accepted in a society enveloped in hegemonic 
acquiescence (Chua, 1995; Lee, 2000; K.P. Tan). Like profit-driven entities 
which are inclined to protect their own interests at the expense of its publics 
(Leitch & Neilson, 1997), an organisation like the Singapore government 
which is beholden to its citizen stakeholders, also strives to legitimise its 
positioning and interests (Charteris-Black, 2007; Thum, 2014a, 2014b).  
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The dissemination of national education speeches to schoolchildren 
over the years can be seen as a part of an information campaign illustrating the 
public information model (Grunig & Hunt, 1984) of public relations. The 
citizenry as public receive information from the government-organisation, the 
validity of this information being contingent on the truth regime the latter has 
established.  
The responses from the interviewees in this study belie a hegemonic 
acceptance of the discursive formation (Foucault, 1972) or the way things are 
established to be true. It is evident now that the approach to public relations as 
a management function of coordinating and balancing interests is not adequate 
for addressing the unequal power relations that condition acquiesce. In a 
society where the dominant discourse of the government has been, until only 
recently, seldom contested, but where some of its youth citizens nonetheless 
find its tenets hard to live by, a relationship of harmonious interests and 
consensus may just mean that the views of youth publics are not sufficiently 
heeded, but instead, glossed over, or even suppressed (Edwards, 2006; 
Holtzhausen, 2000). There needs to be a way to negotiate for change with a 
soft authoritarian government. This negotiating makes way for social change. 
This study is an attempt to get the negotiating started. 
In the Culture-Centered Approach (Dutta, 2011), negotiating for social 
change goes straight to the heart where change should be directed: the public 
which is being marginalised. When public relations identifies and projects 
these voices, it enacts its roles in mediating communication (Hodges & 
McGrath, 2011) and engendering dialogue; roles which critical scholars 
(Holtzhausen, 2000; L’Etang, 2005; Piezcka, 2006) point out, are stymied and 
 271 
even perverted by the ideal of symmetrical communication and its suppression 
of differences through consensus in Excellence theory (Edwards, 2006; 
Theunissen & Noordin, 2012).  
Youth Discourses About the Nation 
The core category of negotiating emerged from my grounded theory 
analysis of the youth discourse about their lifeworld. This core category 
articulated 14 categories that arose from the focussed coding stage of the data 
analysis in roughly this order: getting abused; enduring; disclosing; being 
tracked; living at home; living in a welfare home; school; sense of self; being 
Singaporean; future plans; behaving; relationships; responsibilities; and 
freedom.   
Negotiating as discursive practice in nation building. In Singapore, 
the nation’s ability to thrive, particularly in adversity is a key interest of the 
government (Chua, 1995; Tan, K.P., 2012). I suggest that while the concerns of 
some of its at-risk youth appear disconnected from the government’s concern 
with overcoming challenges, vulnerabilities and constraints, the youth’s 
discursive practice of navigating the different situations in their lives, including 
school, the streets, home and welfare home towards resources, and negotiating 
between the identities in different contexts renders in these youth, the 
propensity to build on these individual enactments of resilience, and contribute 
to national resilience in time to come. This perspective leads to the 
recommendation for the government to provide spaces for its youth citizens to 
participate in negotiating as a way of developing their identities as citizens. 
Public relations as communication intermediaries between dominant and 
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marginal actors in a social domain, is particularly suited to facilitate the 
negotiatings.  
Organisational communication scholars (Craig, 1994; Deetz 1994) have 
suggested that communication is central to empowerment and manifest “when 
human decisions or actions are negotiated, coordinated and codetermined” 
(Papa, Auwal & Singhal, 1997, p. 222). In social work research, at-risk youth 
are said to be resilient when they are discursively empowered (Ungar, 2004b) 
to tap into existing resources in their day-to-day negotiatings. Thus, a 
delinquent youth from a poor family may not seem to have a lot of resources 
but may nonetheless make best use of what is available or existing in his / her 
situation to negotiate a curfew or a release from probation. The youth’s 
negotiating strategies may occur even while operating within the stipulated 
boundaries. For example, Mark accepted detention in order to attend a school 
party. Raj voiced out how he was going to rebuff any potential decision by the 
Court to extend his stay in Courage House. He was determined to leave the 
welfare home to pursue his dream of becoming a professional footballer. His 
lack of competency in Standard English notwithstanding, Raj had prepared his 
own defence by anticipating counter arguments and repudiating these on the 
grounds of a good track record in Courage House. 
The youth’s capacity for negotiating is not limited to themselves. When 
shown a movie clipping of the Chinese middle school student protests in the 
1950s, all respondents, regardless of ethnic origins, gender or age, commented 
on the high-handedness of the government’s planned policy to close down 
Chinese middle schools during the years leading to Singapore’s Independence. 
The youth went on to either cite instances when they partook in straightening 
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out an unfair situation or talked about how they might register dissensus to a 
decision by an authority. As revealed in the previous chapter, the youth talked 
about writing petitions to members of parliament or recruiting the help of a 
parent. 
The data points to an unequivocal sense of social justice and a desire to 
do right in the respondents. I suggest that cultivating this innate feel for 
fairness and practical wisdom (Aristotle, 2002), for doing what is right with 
temperance, is a pre-requisite for building a cohesive society. At-risk youth 
should be given the space and resources to first deliberate and “question 
conditions that have led to institutionalised inequalities in societies” (Alviar-
Martin, 2010, p. 47) and then to explore alternatives to current practices and 
mindset, examine underlying values and seek solutions which are as creative as 
they are just. When troubled youth are given the space and guidance to sort out 
the conflicts and the aporia occurring in the context they immediately find 
themselves, they may develop a capacity for empathy and deliberation, which 
hopefully, will orientate them towards a fairer and more just society in time to 
come.  
Nation building, as the conceptual metaphors in Chapter 4 have 
illustrated, belies a pluralist premise from whence the political leaders fashion 
a national project of staying cohesive in spite of racial boundaries (Goh, 2014). 
The views from the vulnerable youth in Chapter 5 highlight instead, the need 
for discursive empowerment and autonomy as a means to self and national 
determination. The threat of national dissolution because of racial differences 
did not feature in the co-constructions of living in Singapore in this study nor 
in other studies. In my conversations with the youth, what featured more 
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palpably was the pressure the respondents felt about having to live up to 
academic expectations and the economic imperatives embedded in the 
education system.  
The categories interact with and shape one another in a mutually 
constitutive way similar to the interplay among the six moments of social 
process Harvey (1996) has identified and explained in his dialectical approach 
to understanding social life: discourse/language, power, beliefs/values/desires, 
social relations, institutions/rituals and material practices. In this inquiry, the 
categories from the findings are seen to be embodied in these moments, and 
that social practices, or even structures and organising principles in society are 
conceived more as flows and processes than as immutable fixtures.   
Dialectical Relations Between Everyday Living and Nation Building 
The dialectical view of the categories emerging from youth discourse 
about their lifeworld is useful for understanding the relations between the 
government and youth discourses about the nation too.  
The government needs to take note of the gap between the official 
metanarrative of surviving as a nation and the stories of individuals surviving 
in their circumstances. Individuals have to negotiate with their circumstances 
in order to survive. Their negotiating at the individual level has collective 
implications. Each negotiating produces an identity, depending on the setting 
and the social relations at a particular point in time. Locating national identity 
in an individual’s lifeworld means that national identity cannot be isolated 
from other identities. Discoursing about nation building should involve helping 
vulnerable youth negotiate with other identities. For instance, how can case 
workers, teachers, guardians and government officers help the 19-year-old 
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youth, who was born in another country, adopted into Singapore and is now 
confronting mental and physical abuses in her lifeworld, negotiate her identity 
as Singaporean?  Kathy’s comment indicates the repercussions of neglecting 
the personal and underlines the mutually constitutive relations between the 
personal and the national. “I was so preoccupied with my own life already. I 
had all my troubles and I didn't really have time to love my country.”  Public 
relations researchers help draw out these candid views when they conjoin their 
own voices with the voices of the vulnerable public and re-present them to the 
producer of the dominant discourse. 
While the concept of surviving generates legitimising effects for the 
government, the concept of negotiating foregrounds agency in the individual. 
The tension between the two concepts is manifest of a kind of dialectical 
relations akin to power relations. Power, as Foucault sees it, also occurs in 
micro-physical practices, such as negotiating and surviving day-to-day, and 
circulates upwards, with ramifications for broader concerns such as national 
survival at the macro level. Figure 7 depicts the circulatory conceptualisation 
of power. Public relations enters into the discursive field of power relations to 
help marginal publics navigate to resources available in the field. These 
resources include both discursive and structural resources. As discussed in the 
previous chapter, the deployment of these resources has material repercussions 
on practices, relations and structures. One way to help youth access resources 
and increase their capacity to negotiate is to “open up spaces for listening” 
(Dutta, 2013, p. 26) on the grounds and enable youth to speak from their 
perspectives and experience.  
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          NATION BUILDING IS SURVIVING:  




           Negotiating in everyday life: Agentic effect 
Figure 7. Dialectical relations between the conceptual metaphor of nation building as 
surviving and the theoretical category of negotiating meanings in everyday life. 
I suggest that any tension between the macro and the micro-physical 
concerns can be dialectically reconciled through the creative outcomes that 
public relations can effect. These outcomes are the dialogic benefits which 
come about when public relations works with marginal publics to first 
deconstruct dominant meanings, and then help re-present the perspectives of 
these publics to the government. To facilitate effective exchanges of meanings, 
public relations helps create opportunities for discursive empowerment, for 
listening, and for translating meanings, all the while recognising that 
differences and inequities in relations between the at-risk youth citizens and the 
government will always be present (Hall, 2013).  
The potential for discursive empowerment can be seen in the category 
of disclosing. The government’s call for its youth to rally behind it in order to 
overcome challenges, constraints and vulnerabilities together under the banner 
of nation building as survival, should not supplant the need to increase the at-
risk youth’s capacity to question, speak up and share about the issues in their 
lifeworld. For disclosing at micrological level is the first step towards opening 
up the discursive space for more stories from at-risk youth, and for making 
way for social transformation. Being able to openly discuss one’s own 
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vulnerabilities needs to precede discussion of the nation’s vulnerabilities. 
Disclosing, seeking and obtaining help to overcome one’s vulnerabilities may 
be ways to prime youth to discuss and explore ways to contribute to a better 
society. 
Marginalising with Structures 
The dialectical perspective helps to link the agency of the respondents 
to the structures within which the respondents reside. The macro-level 
concerns that have to be considered in a possible dialectical relation between 
the nation building discourses of the youth and that of the government are 
found in the socio-economic life, local education system as well as in the 
judiciary and social work sector. Each of the structures produces marginalising 
effects.  
Personal and socio-economic lives intersect. Some of the youth 
smoked. In Courage House, there were 15 of them in the mandatory smoking 
cessation programme. All cited smoking as ways of stress relief and anger 
management. A couple of them picked up the habit before 13. Being told and 
shown the adverse effects of smoking on their bodies and health in the smoking 
cessation programme had not been efficacious. The youth continued smoking 
despite recognising the ill effects on their stamina, their performance in sports, 
and on their pockets as cigarettes and tobacco are highly taxed items in 
Singapore. While I did not ascertain how many of the smokers were from 
lower socio-economic classes, the stories they related tell me that they all lived 
in difficult circumstances. Instead of solely concentrating on changing the 
behaviour of the individual with scary facts, figures, pictures, cost 
computations and testimonies from former smokers, it may be equally 
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necessary to address the circumstances and consequent structural impediments 
implicated in the circumstances that are all brought to bear on the young 
individual, fostering his substance-dependency. Research elsewhere has proven 
that it is useful to bring in evidence on the reciprocal relationship between 
being socio-economically disadvantaged and smoking when developing 
intervention aid for youth smokers (Tobacco Control Unit, Cancer Control 
Council NSW, 2008). Similar type of research can be conducted in Singapore. 
This research should be about exploring the relationship between structural 
obstacles such as income inequality, and the individual’s ability to overcome 
adverse life situations. Factors should include triggers for resorting to nicotine 
dependency and the consequent incapacity for overcoming the addiction that 
follows. Indeed, investigating into structural obstacles and subsequent efforts 
to remove the barriers at societal level may just be the final boost needed to 
effect behaviour change and reduce nicotine dependency in the individual. 
Once we recognise, develop and implement the macro interventions that 
address the structural issues within which difficult circumstances are located, 
youth may find it less of a necessity to turn to nicotine dependency to cope 
with the difficulties in their lives, including being socially and economically 
disadvantaged. The public relations practitioner can step in to facilitate a 
change in the way youth counsellors, their charges and policy-makers deal with 
the nicotine dependency issue by mooting to address both personal and 
structural factors fostering the dependency. 
Meritocracy segregates. The educational system in Singapore is based 
on the ideology of meritocracy and its ostensible rule of merit and non-
discrimination. Such a system takes the form of ability-driven education (ADE) 
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(C.Tan, 2008). However, an education system based on meritocracy may not 
be equitable when it gets implemented (C. Tan, 2008; J. Tan, 2008a; K.P. Tan, 
2008). Meritocracy as it comes to be felt in practice, ignores the realities of 
race-class differences and their influence on the prospects of individuals 
competing for grades, jobs and leadership (K. P. Tan, 2008; McNamee & 
Miller, 2004). As Singapore political observer, K. P. Tan (2008) points out, in 
trying to “isolate” merit in individuals regardless of their differences in 
backgrounds, a merit-based system in fact favours those who already have an 
advantage or head-start in an “inherently unequal society” (p. 8). Those who do 
not succeed in this system of apparent fairness are then deemed to be either 
innately incapable or lazy and unmotivated. The material advantage successful 
students have includes educated, doting parents of means (J. Tan, 2014), a 
resource that the respondents and most other at-risk youth do not have. 
The youth recognise education for its pragmatic value of getting decent 
jobs, and talked about the importance of possessing adequate educational 
qualifications, although there were a couple of them who also talked about a 
life less bogged down by a challenging education system, found outside the 
country. Except for the oldest female in the interviewing pool, the rest of the 
interviewees were in the slower and vocational tracks in the ability-driven 
education system. If they proceed further within the system, these youth will 
find themselves being shepherded into designated educational and vocational 
streams and subsequently, career tracks.  
The lack of motivation and achievement of at-risk youth should then be 
located in the social-economic realities of the nation. Education researchers 
have argued that until socio-economic inequalities are reduced, vulnerable 
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students in the slower streams may still find it a struggle to achieve (C. Tan, 
2008; J. Tan, 2007). The performativity-centred structure of the local education 
system also means that poor and disadvantaged students fall alongside their 
more capable contemporaries in terms of being “given less opportunity to 
identify and develop their talents and abilities to the maximum – an outcome 
that contradicts the very aim of an ability-driven education” (C. Tan, 2008, 
p.15). In the long run, structures have to be changed and economic inequalities 
addressed in order to narrow educational disparities. Involving at-risk youth in 
understanding their underperformance and helping them negotiate for 
resources to improve their performance is a pre-requisite to building a just and 
cohesive society. 
Docile bodies are disciplined bodies. The other structures which are 
pertinent to youth residing in welfare homes are those from the judiciary and 
from social work, operationalised in a disciplinary environment. The two most 
obvious forms of discipline in the context of the welfare homes are enclosure 
and denial (Foucault, 1977; Tuhiwai-Smith, 2012). To Foucault, discipline is 
about organizing people or bodies. He talks about a modality of discipline that 
is continuous, focussed on micro-managing the processes instead of the 
outcomes, and “exercised according to a codification that partitions as closely 
as possible time, space and movement” (p.137). The weekday routine for the 
boys in this study is as follows: From 6am to 2pm: Wake up and set off for 
school either in the mainstream or in the alternative programme at Courage 
House. When the school day ends, a van picks up the boys who study at a 
designated mainstream school and ferries them back to Courage House. From 
2pm: Arrive in Courage House; lunch; shower; homework, after-school 
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revision and tuition; recreation games, sports and dinner. Lights-out at 9.30pm. 
The girls follow roughly the same schedule with hourly devotions thrown in 
twice a day and a nightly communal reflection of the day. In this way, 
disciplining youth is minute and detailed, hour-by-hour, to make docile and 
useful (again) these young people (Foucault 1977). A culture of surveillance 
prevails over the lives of these youth. Over time, the agents of the disciplinary 
system, such as caseworkers, probation officers, teachers and the Courts assess 
whether the delinquent youth is ready for integrating back into the community.  
In enclosures, individuals are partitioned off from the mainstream 
processes (Foucault, 1977). The residents of the welfare homes are mostly 
denied access to digital communication and entertainment devices available 
outside the home. These spaces of behavioural rehabilitation are set up to 
discourage socialisation with the outside world – in order to “avoid 
distributions in groups, break up collective dispositions and their diffuse 
circulation” (Foucault, 1977, p.143). The set-up and the agents of the welfare 
home track the movements and with those, the bodies, attitudes and aptitudes 
of the residents meticulously (Foucault, 1977). Living in this structured 
arrangement, and away from their families, was often cited by the respondents 
as a challenge in their lives. Yet, the residents appeared to rise above the 
circumstances and talked about apprehending the system, living by its rules 
with the anticipation of being home for the weekend in view. In the meantime, 
the boys in particular, enjoy the programmes and the camaraderie of one 
another. They empower themselves when they are able to discern when to 
contest and when it is futile. As Mark explains, “Don’t mess around. They give 
you a simple set of rules, I feel. Just follow the rules. Go to sleep when you 
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need to sleep. Do what you have to do. It is just – be disciplined and listen to 
what they say”. 
The troubled youth demonstrated their ability to manipulate structure 
when they tapped into the law for themselves too. The battered girls took 
charge of their situations by turning to the judiciary structure to take out 
protection orders against their abusers. Kathy got her father to sign for one 
against her mother. Although Mei had lamented being found out by her 
teachers as an abused child when they spotted bruises on her, she admitted to 
using the ensuing Child Protection Order (issued by the State through her 
school) to ward off rebukes by her parents even when she was rude to them. At 
15, Mei wielded control by using a resource from the structure itself.  
How can public relations help at-risk youth disrupt their cycle of 
underachievement and open up their access to possibilities hitherto 
circumvented by existing structures and by themselves?  One way is to provide 
at-risk youth with a space to talk about their challenges in the school system 
and explore ways to feel connected to school. Feeling that they have been 
fairly treated and are heard and attended to may help them feel connected and 
take a closer step towards having a stake in the decisions made about their 
future. Experiencing the fulfilment that comes from having a say and influence 
in one’s future is a precursor to growing an opinion about the country’s 
development, voicing that point of view, acting on it and committing to it for 
the nation’s growth. Critical culture public relations can make sure that the 
youth speak from their perspectives and are not be unwittingly subjected to 
dominant frames of reference, assumptions and ideologies (Low, 2012). This 
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discursive empowerment in turn, can engender in marginalised youth a sense 
of belonging first, to the school and then to society at large.  
Agency of Youth at the Margins 
The youth’s negotiations in various circumstances of their lifeworld 
indicate that contrary to earlier research on slower educational track youth’s 
disempowered responses (Ho, Sim & Alviar-Martin, 2011), the academically 
less achieving youth in this study show a propensity to negotiate for more 
favourable options for themselves and for others. In short, the at-risk youth in 
this study are not “powerless” (Dozier & Lauzen, 2000). The respondents 
exercise their agency inside a complex of the State’s education, judicial and 
social services systems. This agency can take the form of apparently compliant 
behaviour or it can be openly resistive. I suggest that whether it is feigning 
participation in obligatory devotions or checking out of the welfare home, 
these acts of resistance are enacted in local contexts entailing relations of 
forces. 
Ruptures. This study elicits stories about life as this group of youth 
saw it in 2013. The narratives are not stories about heroic or Herculean acts of 
patriotism or nostalgic tales and scenes of old and contemporary Singapore. 
Neither are they contrarian stories that speak of audacious opposing points of 
views. Rather, the accounts which I gathered from my respondents, were tales 
of abuse and petty crime, although there were also accounts which supported 
the hegemonic discourse of meritocracy and hard work. In contrast, the 
government speeches on national education were replete with exhortations and 
accounts of racial harmony and Singapore heritage.  
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In the context of nation building and national education, their stories 
about living in Singapore are not particularly motivating, let alone inspiring. So 
why have them talk about their lives?  I maintain that many, particularly those 
in authority may want to listen because these stories are authentic and 
representational of life for some at-risk youth. The stories tell of how some 
Singaporean at-risk youth actually live and think, as opposed to how they are 
exhorted to live and think about life and their country. The content in the 
stories can be said to be ruptures from the dominant frame of building a 
cohesive, meritocratic and successful nation.   
Underlying the narratives is a dynamic process of negotiating, where 
these at-risk youth select and harness extant resources in order to carry out 
communicative and other activities in the daily conduct of their lives (Sewell, 
1992). Their negotiating strategy entails contesting policies and decisions 
whilst operating within stipulated boundaries. Even within the confines of the 
welfare home, at-risk youth exercise their agency when they discursively 
empower themselves by tapping into extant resources such as their social 
network of parents, caseworkers, teachers, friends and their own track records. 
Mark, for instance, was able to still feel autonomous within the boundaries of a 
disciplinary structure. According to him, all one needed to do within the 
circumstances, was to have understood the system and played by the rules, 
ostensibly, at least. Raj was even preparing to contest the Court’s review of 
him, by appealing to his track record of acceptable behaviour. 
Holding one’s own in spite of the circumstances is also a kind of 
resistance indexing the agency of the individual. Whether it is minding oneself 
during a worship session not in one’s own faith or surviving a detention by 
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looking ahead to the weekend or being wary of disingenuous relatives or 
hoping to lead a slower-paced life elsewhere or not disclosing all of their pasts, 
the respondents demonstrated they have control over their situations. Educators 
ought to recognise the agentic propensity of marginalised youth. 
Ruptures also come in the form of breaching or leveraging on 
structures. From breaking curfew and then accepting the punishment in an 
open negotiation to stashing away cigarettes in the dorms to smoking secretly 
on the grounds to obtaining protection orders against abusive parents – the 
youth showed that it is possible to resist by working within the system. 
Culture. The dialectical perspective continues to inform the third 
component of the CCA triangulation. In this section, I discuss how the 
individual youth negotiates with the cultural norms in society and his / her 
immediate community. Several conceptualisations of culture stood out in this 
research.  
Culture constrains: Culture as norms. In a couple of instances, cultural 
norms appear to curb the individual from negotiating for a better position. The 
first notion of culture revolves around the familial values in tradition. The 
abused girls appealed to cultural norms regarding the family in their 
conversations with me. Kathy equated tradition with family when she 
described her mother as a traditional woman to account for why she wanted to 
adopt a child. Her parents had married late, which might explain why they 
could not have a child on their own. But, being traditional is also about having 
a spouse by one’s side.  
Kathy:  … he (my father) rarely comes home also lah. So from what I hear 
from mom right, he agreed to adopt a child from China because he 
thought this child could accompany my mom ... It's not the same 
what: A child accompany [sic] a mother and a husband 
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accompanying his wife. It's different. So my mother is someone 
who is a very traditional woman ... it creates a very stressful 
situation for her, where she couldn't cope. Because there were times 
when like as a child I was quite sick. So she has to bring me to 
hospital all these things. Then she will call my father because he's 
the man of the family. But my father will say, you bring her go, go 
there first, later then I see you. But he will never go there.  
In a similar vein, when Lian returned to her mother’s home because she 
could no longer put up with her husband and mother-in-law, she got scolded by 
her mother. Lian had broken the cultural norm that a good wife is always by 
her husband’s side. The traditional belief is when a girl is married, she is 
married off to her husband’s family, and no longer belongs to her own birth 
family, as it were. 
Filial piety is another cultural value. Mei talked about how she accepted 
her father in spite of him abusing her because of the inevitability of their 
biological link. Similarly, filial piety may be what prompted Kathy to call her 
mother during Chinese New Year, even though she longer wished to be under 
the same roof with the abusive parent. In the domestic tableau, the sense of 
being abandoned is amplified by tradition and the cultural expectation that a 
husband, a wife or a child has to be by each other’s side. 
The second notion of culture also refers to heritage, and more 
specifically, to the respective traditions of four officially recognised ethnic 
groups in Singapore. This pluralist notion of culture politicises the first notion 
of culture as tradition, and is evident in the government speeches on nation 
building and national education. Multiracial and multi-religious harmony form 
the premise on which each tradition is worth respecting, and integral to the 
survival of the nation. In the official discourse, the individuated heritage of the 
four officially recognised ethnic groups are told as stories of culture in order to 
legitimise an ideology of establishing stability amidst diversity. These stories 
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arising from this conceptualisation of culture form a web of meanings (Zilber, 
Tuval-Mashiach & Lieblich, 2008) that weave together the Singapore Story, 
the national narrative for nation building. This notion of culture did not feature 
in my conversations with the youth.  
A third notion of culture apparent in the study is that of culture in the 
sense of being local (Gubrium & Holstein, 1995). Local culture is defined as 
“locally shared meanings and interpretive vocabularies that participants in 
relatively circumscribed communities or settings use to construct the content 
and shape of their lives” (p. 50). In Chapter 5, I attempted to tease out some of 
the meanings developed and exchanged when living in two welfare homes in 
Singapore. Probing deeper into local culture through ethnographic work can 
obtain a fuller understanding of at-risk youth public.  
Culture enables with alternative constructions of the nation. 
Significantly, culture is also regarded as a political resource for co-constructing 
the nation. The next two notions of culture highlight the unique role of culture 
as empowerment (Dutta, 2011). I discuss the notions in the context of nation 
building.  
Public relations scholars, Taylor and Kent (2006) define “national 
identity” as the “conscious identification of a group of people with shared 
national goals (p. 343). In this study, at-risk youth regarded Singapore as home 
in the primordial and instrumental senses of national identity. Yet, they cannot 
participate successfully in the national goal of economic prosperity and the 
subsequent drive for performativity. Indeed, some of the respondents want out. 
Mike wants to move to Thailand. Mark wants to lead “an awesome life” of 
simplicity. Bern even questioned, “Why do so much?  What’s the point?”. 
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These co-constructions of the nation appear to repudiate the dominant logics of 
meritocracy, performativity and material prosperity. Nonetheless, the youth all 
identify themselves to be Singaporeans and Singapore as home first and 
foremost in an intersubjective sense because of the experiences and 
relationships they share with fellow citizens.  
The government’s emphasis on surviving as a nation based on 
economic performativity could alienate a vulnerable group like underachieving 
youth (C. Tan, 2009; J. Tan, 2009), especially when these youth have identified 
the nation to be their home, as it is so in the present findings. While the 
ministers in the NE speeches exhorted virtues like racial harmony, unflagging 
hard work and meritocracy as State values, the respondents talked about 
Singaporeans being kiasu, afraid to lose out, overly competitive, ungracious 
and picky. The respondents’ apparent unwillingness to want to participate in 
the State’s drive towards “success”, could be indicative of a disavowal of 
materialism, and penchant for the positive Singaporean qualities of being safe 
and privileged. These responses indicate to a responsive government the 
importance of sustaining a safe and gracious life for the next generation of 
citizens and voters over a relentless drive to economic prosperity based on the 
principle of merit, self-determination and a sense of vulnerability. This 
research proffers the government what the nation and the good life mean to a 
group of marginal youth and how living in Singapore is and could be forged in 
the dynamic processes of negotiating. 
Culture disrupts through co-construction of the nation. The enabling 
function of culture thus entails a propensity for disruption (Dutta, 2011). 
Culture as disruption is fleshed out in culture-centred approach, which calls for 
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public relations to abandon its traditional role as the government’s instrument 
for national integration. As a means to national integration, public relations 
may be helping to conceal, even suppress, the voices of vulnerable pockets 
among young citizenry. As a disruptive force for culture, public relations is 
seen as a means for co-constructing values and meanings with marginalized 
publics, to draw out from these publics, perspectives that resist dominant 
discourse and meanings (Dutta, 2011, 2012). As a result, national integration 
becomes less of a project of unification and more an endeavour of 
inclusiveness. 
Like structure, culture both constrains and empowers. Advocates for at-
risk youth, including public relations researchers and practitioners working 
with vulnerable youth, should take note of the influences that culture has on 
youth and how these influences can silent or empower.  
As I got talking with these youth, I realised how they resist the forces of 
relations in the subtle ways and even within the confines of a rule-governed 
space. I learnt how by enabling these youth to speak about their lives, their 
opinions, they can actually return the constant surveillance or gazing of their 
behaviour with their voices. I also realized how by inviting them to co-
construct their identities with them, we are engaging in “the politics of 
everyday life” (Fraser, 1989, p.18). Such a politicisation process can gradually 
“widen(s) the arena within which people may collectively confront, understand 
and try to change the character of their lives” (Fraser, 1989, p. 26). In 
exploring how the discontinuous narratives and practices of some youth on the 
margins serve to refuse the normative construction of the nation, this research 
project is a step towards engaging in the politics of everyday life. 
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PUBLIC RELATIONS FOR NATION BUILDING:  
THEORISING FROM BELOW 
Moving away from the view of public relations as a management 
function, public relations for nation building will no longer be about 
propaganda or deploying information campaigns after a string of focus group 
discussions. In getting directly to the vulnerable public, the public relations 
researcher should be cognizant of the complex imbrication of moments in a 
social process and how these moments constitute one another as well as how 
these events at micrological level interact with the structures enveloping them. 
Theorising dialectically underscores the idea that the political and national 
begin at the cultural and the individual (Gilbert, 1996). The dialectical 
interplay of macro structures and the micrological where agency is enacted in 
the circuit of culture posits a special understanding and role for public relations 
to building the nation from ground up. As citizenship education scholar, Rob 
Gilbert (1996, p.51) puts it, “If people are told that citizenship is unrelated to 
work, family and other elements of their everyday experience as persons, they 
might justifiably doubt its value … if educators try to promote citizenship 
ideals and involvement without considering its personal significance for people 
in their everyday lives, students are unlikely to accept them.” 
Theorising from Below 
The research here underlines the need for seeking out the views of 
target publics. The research reveals that the interactions vulnerable youth have 
with adults in charge of them point to dynamic negotiating processes. Youth 
utilize the resources available to them in particular settings. By providing a 
discursive space for at-risk youth to disclose their thoughts and perspectives, 
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the culture-centred approach enables at-risk youth to make ruptures in the 
administrative, physical and political spaces they inhabit (Dutta, Ban & Pal, 
2012) on one hand, and on the other, enables their custodians to better and 
more fully understand their needs. The discursive space provides a linkage 
between individual agency and the larger structures, and opens up a possibility 
for change. 
The research highlights the need to link the agency of the individual to 
the larger structures they are situated in and subjected to. Structure is 
significant too because they affect an individual’s schema and way of thinking 
and assumptions about life and how to operate in a society (Sewell, 1992). The 
structures are represented in the discursive formation on what is possible to 
think and speak about in a society (Foucault, 1970). The agency exercised by 
those at-risk youth is both individual and collective in that the exercise of one 
implicates the other. The sources for youth agency lie in their social milieu, 
which in turn, is afforded or circumscribed by existing political economic and 
social structures. When an at-risk youth employs the resources and schemas in 
his or her daily negotiations and interactions with teachers, caseworkers, 
parents and peers, that youth can only do so based on whatever resources and 
schemas the structures have endowed him or her. I suggest that public relations 
takes up its vantage positionality as boundary-spanner to mediate the 
dialectical relations between agency and structure for the development of 
vulnerable publics.  
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METHODOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS  
Critical Metaphor Analysis for PR Research  
This study has implications for public relations research methodology. 
Critical public relations entails examining the discourse of an organisation in 
order to expose its agenda. The plethora of analytical concepts and steps in 
Critical Discourse Analysis in general and Critical Metaphor Analysis, in 
particular, are based on the assumptions that organisations protect their own 
interests and that the self-interests and power disparities that result, are 
manifest in discourse. The context and the conditions of possibility that context 
hosts for discourse, too plays an integral role in CDA analysis. Structures, 
material practices and social relations are some of the moments of social reality 
(Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999; Harvey, 1996) which CDA takes into 
account. CDA helps the researcher uncover what constitutes those interests and 
the meanings those interests try to fix; and how those interests and meanings 
are produced and reproduced. CDA and CMA are congruent with the critical 
culture research call to interrogate dominant logics through deconstruction. 
Critical metaphor analysis is a useful research method for critical 
culture public relations practitioners and researchers in determining the 
ideology of dominant producers of discourse and the conceptual motifs 
embedded in their communications. The critical metaphor analysis in Chapter 4 
revealed that NATION BUILDING IS SURVIVING with the supporting 
conceptual metaphors of CONTAINER, with BUILDING as a corollary of that 
theme; JOURNEY; REMEMBERING; SEEING; MORALITY, 
CULTIVATION and LABOUR. 
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When situated in the broader socio-political context and triangulated 
with perspectives from a vulnerable public, the analyst obtains a sense of the 
persuasiveness or influence of the dominant discourse – a useful understanding 
for ideology critique. In terms of the CCA framework, the conceptual 
metaphors explained some of the thinking behind the development and 
implementation of structures in the broader socio-political context. A Critical 
Metaphor Analysis puts on the table for discussion the tenability of the values 
implicit in the metaphors, and in consequence, also the tenability of the 
structures that have come about as a result of those values and metaphors. In 
CCA terms, the relevance of the values teased out in the present analysis 
underlines the need to tap into the culture of the community the researcher is 
working with. This way of thinking draws attention to the role of the citizens in 
co-constructing their nation. CMA and CCA complement each other to draw 
out the fuller theoretical significance of the findings.  
Grounded Theory for Public Relations  
The constructivist approach to grounded theory is particularly suited to 
helping public relations fulfil its mandate of understanding the experiences of 
marginal publics. The constructivist method of grounded theory offers original 
insights into how things happen from the point of view of the public (Charmaz, 
2006; Daymon & Holloway, 2002). It fosters public-centred theorising, which, 
I suggest, is necessary for more symmetrical communicative outcomes.  The 
results of the project show that grounded theory is indeed useful for 
discovering public-centred perspectives. 
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FUTURE RESEARCH 
I outline some of the ideas on my research agenda for the future: 
• Carry out the final phase of the CCA endeavour of reconstruction. For this 
present study, it would be to present the voices of the at-risk youth here to 
government information officers with a view to surfacing seldom-heard 
perspectives, precipitating a dialogue between these voices with dominant 
ones and in the process, reconstructing the nation.  
• Singapore public relations researchers should carry out more work on 
marginal publics in the wealthy city-state. I would like to delve deeper into 
the responses of some of the youth, and explore their agency, particularly, 
the abused girls, and am contemplating using narrative analysis in my next 
research endeavour.  
• I would continue to use CDA and CMA for investigating the discourse and 
practices of organizations in communicating with internal and external 
publics.  
• Like CDA, the Culture-Centered Approach provides critical public 
relations researchers with the framework to undertake research in 
implications for policy changes. 
• Public relations scholarship in Singapore has dwelt considerably on 
organisation-public relations. A nation-wide survey on Singapore youth 
(K.C. Ho, Ng, K.W. Ho & Hamid, 2011) reveals that social relationships 
are highly valued among Singapore youth. The co-constructions with the 
youth in my study show that there is a role for public relations in fostering 
peer-to-peer relationships. Public relations as relationship-building can 
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fulfil the role of nurturing edifying relationships outside the organisation-
public relations schema. 
• This research project has potential for participatory action from the 
vulnerable public as well. In Chapter 2, I mentioned how, in 2006, a local 
theatre company staged the Detention-Writing-Healing Forum at the 
national performance space, the Esplanade. The event invited former 
political detainees to share with the general public their experience when 
they were arrested and incarcerated without trial. It might be possible for 
me to arrange for my respondents and / or their peers in the two welfare 
homes to meet with the dissidents or even with the historians and film-
makers who had worked with them to draw out their stories. They learn 
about lesser known pasts, about how the former dissidents had lived under 
surveillance inside and outside the detention centre and about how 
everyday living is connected to a political project. 
LIMITATIONS 
Researcher’s Reflexivity 
The Culture-Centered Approach calls for the researcher’s participation 
in co-constructing alternative meanings of citizenship and citizenship 
education, along with her interviewees. This means that the narratives that 
follow are inevitably moulded by the development of the interview and the 
questions that steer the conversation. A different interviewer would have 
elicited different responses despite the same research questions.  
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Self-reported data. I reflected considerably on the intersubjective 
context (Zilber, Tuval-Mashiach & Lieblich, 2008) of my interviews. The 
intersubjective context refers to the “immediate relations and to the interaction 
within which the identity story is narrated” (p.1051). An interviewee is affected 
by many factors inherent in the genre of the interview, including prior 
knowledge about the purpose of the interview, the time and place of the 
interview, whether there is another person who is present in the room, the 
power relations between the interviewee and interviewer, etc (Randall & 
Phoenix, 2009). These factors shape how the interviewee is going to construct 
and communicate his or her stories. While it is naïve to expect complete and 
factual reporting in interviews, I wondered whether I imposed myself too much 
and led the interviews with one too many leading questions, in my effort to 
elicit more extensive and intensive responses with my respondents. 
Nonetheless, the sense that I could have probed further, or asked more open-
ended questions, lingered throughout the data analysis stage. With the 
exception of one sullen respondent, the girls were forthcoming with their 
stories. Even the one reluctant girl at the interview was revealing meanings in 
her candour and moodiness. Upon listening back to the transcripts of my 
conversations with the boys, and running my rounds of codings on those 
transcripts, I seem to hear my own voice more than the respondent himself. I 
was making up and filling in the vacuum left by a taciturn or concise response. 
I thought I had done my best to minimise the power distance in the 
circumstances. I brought chocolates for the interviewees. I code-switched to 
accommodate the linguistic preferences of my interviewees. At one point, I sat 
on the floor while the interviewee remained firmly seated above me. For that 
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one hour, I felt keenly what it was like to be in a “lower” more subservient 
position. Most of all, I let some of my own vulnerable selves sneak into the 
conversations. By the end of an interview, a respondent would have known that 
I was a part-time student, full-time teacher, overtime mother with a 12 year-old 
son who was struggling in his preparations for the high-stakes national primary 
school leaving examination, and that I was perpetually struggling to balance all 
roles. At the end of a conversation, a respondent might have known I was 
constantly plagued by a stomach ailment, that I had smoked, and had always 
been very bad at Math too. A couple of them might have also known that my 
brother had died in National Service and that his sudden death had affected my 
family and me with profound sorrow, and how these personal experiences 
might have affected my idea of Singapore and being Singaporean. 
Given their track record, these youth are probably subjected to frequent 
questioning and counselling from parents, teachers, caseworkers, 
psychologists, the police, maybe even judges, and may be suffering from 
interrogative suggestibility (Gudjonsson & Singh, 1984) when it came to ‘yet 
another round of questioning’ from this middle-aged woman student from the 
university. So, whenever my respondents agreed with me, I wonder if they 
were just being subjected to interrogative suggestibility, defined as the extent 
to which youth delinquent interviewees cave in to leading questions and 
interpersonal pressure from the interviewer, typically assuming the persona of 
authority, like the police. (Gudjonsson & Singh, 1984, p. 29). 
I wondered too if the interviewing room – we were given a small but 
newly renovated air-conditioned room in Courage House, and a pleasant, 
roomy air-conditioned room in Grace House – could have contributed to the 
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interrogative suggestibility since the spaces could have been associated with 
counselling sessions from the authorities in the welfare homes. 
All that said, I was not seeking the Truth, as in direct and objective 
reporting of things that actually happened, thought about, spoken or felt. I was 
looking the respondents’ interpretations of the things past and present and their 
perspectives on life in Singapore. With that aim in mind, my respondents could 
select and omit the contents of their memories. They could foreground certain 
aspects of their lives, or even push their own agenda of persuasion, however, 
overt that is to themselves or me. Furthermore, although I would have wished 
for richer and lengthier narratives in terms of colour and details, particularly 
from the more taciturn boys, I am overall, grateful that they have revealed 
vignettes and snatches of their lives, thoughts, feelings, and personalities. This 
inaugural series of interviews informs me that I have to continue to submerse 
myself in the field if I were committed to re-presenting the stories of our lives 
as Singaporeans, and sustain their voices of these at-risk youth. 
Having succeeded in the mainstream system in spite of a working class 
background, I am not certain whether I, as a Gen X professional would be able 
to understand what today’s marginalised youth go through. I had to keep telling 
myself that as long as I came to the interviews with the desire to listen (Dutta, 
2012) I ought to be able to make my interviewees feel relaxed and trusting of 
me and the research agenda.  
Beyond the immediate intersubjective context of the conversations with 
these youth, listening authentically must also entail being aware of the larger 
context wherein the conversations are situated (Dutta, 2012). Part of the 
researcher’s reflexivity and her purpose of triggering change would then 
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involve making linkages between the conversations with the youth and the 
processes and policies constituting the structures and wherein the conversations 
are held. Articulating the personal with the structural produces a more holistic 
view and approach to addressing issues, generating more effective 
interventions, and facilitating material change. In this project, I have 
endeavoured to make apparent the linkage between voices and events of the 
vulnerable public and the structures that might mute those voices. 
Access Constraint   
Another constraint is that of access. While I was satisfied I had reached 
saturation, particularly after the caseworker from Grace House’s confirmed 
that the five girls whom I met were representative of the spectrum of cases in 
that welfare home, I would like to have been able to actually meet with a 
couple more of girls just to be doubly sure. Watching the dramatization of the 
life of the typical Grace House girl at the welfare home’s fundraising concert 
added to the assurance that the lives of the five respondents were generally 
reflective of the rest of the residents. However, given the respondents’ tight 
schedules filled with school, home leave, daily intervention programmes and 
juridical obligations, I realize, in hindsight, I was fortunate to have had the 
chance to access those deep sharings as I had. 
FINAL REMARKS 
The conceptualisation of public relations as a tool for developing and 
managing campaigns is inadequate. This view of public relations for nation 
building comes mainly from the standpoint of the government-as-organisation 
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managing the structures operating in society and does not take into 
consideration the events occurring at ground level nor the interaction between 
structures and events. The findings and analyses in this research project show 
that a dialectical view of public relations for nation building explains the 
mutually constitutive interplay between structures and events. The dialectical 
relations between structures and events, between dominant discourse and 
discourse at the margins, suggest that the political and national is contingent on 
the cultural and the personal. And that a nation building endeavour resonates 
better with citizens if it addresses the concerns of the personal in everyday 
living. 
The interviews in this study have brought out the concerns of some at-
risk youth in Singapore today. At the same time, the youth have shown a 
capacity for agency. Empowering them discursively renders them greater 
agency and helps them negotiate more fruitfully the challenges in their 
complex lives. The Culture-Centered Approach advocates that spaces be 
created for communication intermediaries and youth to co-construct their ideas 
of living in Singapore through discursive empowerment. They should get to 
learn more about themselves as well as the roles they play and can play in 
society this way. The self-discovery makes for participatory citizenship and is 
a step towards building a stronger national identity and the larger endeavour of 
nation building. In other words, providing at-risk youth a platform to co-
construct the nation by sharing of aspects of their lives, helps groom troubled 
youth into deliberating citizens and integrate them into the fabric of nation 
building. At the same time, these discursive spaces provide the authorities a 
chance to witness how at-risk youth employ discursive strategies in different 
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spheres of interaction (Ungar, 2004a) and help them recognise that the 
identities arising from the various interactions, with their continuities and 
discontinuities across settings, can actually form coherent if multifaceted 
narratives of identity.  
This research study underscores the importance of going to the ground 
to listen to the public and co-construct with them ideas about living in 
Singapore. The project has also shown that the constructivist grounded theory 
method offers a means to tease out the conceptual categories of meanings 
found in alternative discourse while critical discourse analysis offers the 
analytical tools to identify power relations as represented in dominant 
discourse. PR intermediaries can then bring out the discrepancies and 
discontinuities in meaning and values between the alternative narratives and 
the dominant discourse. Giving recognition to the voices of a marginalised 
public this way opens up the possibility for change.  
To the present set of respondents, surviving is more about rising above 
abuses by one’s parents and other susceptibilities, and earning a decent living, 
and less about helping the nation survive by contributing to a pluralist 
collectivity and furthering economic performativity. At macro-level, the at-risk 
youth speak of the nation as home. Yet, home at micro level is associated with 
violence and betrayal. Public relations as translator and facilitator of meaning 
exchanges can articulate the two levels by forging a discursive space for the 
marginal public to express their views and participate in shaping the kind of 
lives and nation they want. As co-constructors of the nation, public relations 
researchers can help marginal publics harness available resources, and open 
spaces for discourse and participation. Insofar as it attends to the voices of a 
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vulnerable public and provides that public with the capacity to negotiate, 
public relations in nation building becomes emancipatory. To the extent that 
public relations scholars and practitioners also identify the inequities in the 
larger systems, rules and processes constituting structures, and calls for 
reconsideration of policies and structures, public relations becomes 
transformational.  
The project started off as a search for the extent to which there is 
congruity between the State’s metanarrative of nation building (Chua, 1995) 
and some youth’s narratives of their lives in the city-state. However, the 
conversations which ensued reveal that nation building is not a simplistic case 
of one-to-one parallel pairings of similarities and differences. Nor could the 
discourses about the nation be discrete constructions that can be isolated from 
other constructions of self in everyday life. The weaving of one’s many selves 
including one’s identity as citizen, occurs as processes of negotiating in the 
course of daily life. What was supposedly a conversation about nation building 
in Singapore became thickened with other identities of the individual – 
including those as son, daughter, brother, sister, friend, student, mother, wife, 
juvenile delinquent and leader. Constructing the nation must then be 
understood as a complex, dynamic, context-bound and political process, 
complicated by structures such as institutions and law.  
The voices of youth in this project, illustrate how identities are actually 
being constructed. In these stories of Singapore, the youth are both protagonists 
and antagonists who handle, cause or succumb to difficult circumstances. Such 
stories entail both reproductions, and disruptions of the State metanarrative and 
the dominant discursive formation. 
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Most of all, the study shows that nation building and forming one’s 
identity as an integral part of nation building, are discursive practices, with 
material ramifications unravelling in daily life. One’s identity as citizen is 
negotiated from among other identities. At any one time then, a person’s 
definition as a citizen of a country is the articulation of the negotiations 
between that individual’s identities and other persons, in a particular setting. 
These processes have material outcomes.  
The in-depth search for meanings found in structure and events thus led 
me to take on a discursive stance with the nation being viewed as a discursive 
community and constructing the nation, both a social and discursive practice.  
In summary, this thesis has made the following contributions: 
Theoretical 
• The dialectical view of social processes is more fully rendered with critical 
theory. Critical theory as ideology critique is needed to identify the 
tensions between structure and events. As a catalyst for change, critical 
theory, as manifest in Critical Metaphor Analysis and the culture-centred 
approach, provides the impetus for identifying concerns and ideologies and 
addressing them. The present research has turned in a critical culture lens 
on nation building in Singapore. Foucault’s conceptualisation of power and 
knowledge proved useful in explicating relations in a disciplinary 
environment wherein the research subjects here live. His notion of power 
as dynamic, relational and reciprocating was employed to reconcile the 
macro construct of NATION BUILDING IS SURVIVING with the micro-
logical practice of negotiating. Taken together, the concepts demonstrate 
that structures and everyday practices and events are mutually constitutive. 
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This interaction is dialectical and political, manifest in power relations. I 
suggest that a telescopic stance, shuttling between the macro and 
micrological, and compressing and expanding accordingly, provides a 
suitable epistemology for understanding the dialectics amongst moments of 
social processes and between structure and events. 
• The Culture-Centered Approach offered a framework for understanding the 
dialectics in tangible terms as delineated in the interaction among 
structures, culture and agency. 
• The research has problematised existing theoretical assumptions in 
functionalist, rhetorical and postmodern public elations research and 
practice, and questioned the notion of a powerless public.  
Methodological 
• The use of Critical Metaphor Analysis and grounded theory method as data 
collecting, data analysis and reporting methods for public relations 
research. Both methods yielded deeper understanding of the meanings 
founded in discourses studied here. 
The voices of the vulnerable public are a part of the fabric of the nation. 
As Singapore celebrates its 50th year of Independence in 2015, and honours its 
pioneer generation, it should also look to enabling, for sustainability and 
posterity, its youth generation, especially the at-risk segments among them. I 
believe that this empowerment furnishes the nation building endeavour with 
greater identification and resonance among the citizenry as a whole. I suggest 
that addressing structural challenges is also an essential part of enabling and 
helping at-risk youth cope with their personal vulnerabilities. I propose that 
public relations as translator and facilitator of meaning exchanges is 
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particularly suited to facilitate the empowerment and the change. The effort 
begins with creating discursive spaces and with listening to the voices on the 
margins. In turn, listening makes for co-constructing, enabling, changing and 
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APPENDIX A:  
EXCERPT FROM A CODING SHEET OF CRITICAL METAPHOR 
ANALYSIS OF A SPEECH ON NATIONAL EDUCATION  
 
Excerpt from a coding sheet for the Critical Metaphor Analysis of a Speech by 
Minister For Education, Radm (NS) Teo Chee Hean at the Opening Ceremony of the 
1997 Pre-University Seminar, "Singapore As Best Home: From Scenarios To 



















With the hard work of the last 
three decades, we have forged a 
nation and provided a good life 
for our people 
 
We need to build a shared 
vision for Singapore in the 21st 
Century, and work towards 
achieving our vision of 
Singapore 
 
In meeting the challenges of the 
21st Century, we must prepare 
ourselves not just to meet one 
particular scenario or outcome. 
We must be prepared to meet 
any outcome and make the best 
of it. That is why we must do 
scenario planning - to examine 
the range of possible scenarios 
and test our plans against them. 
This will ensure that the plans 
we make are robust, and that 
we are not caught flat-footed. 
 
Our leaders must have the 
vision and provide the direction 
for the nation. They must have 
the necessary skills to mobilise 
the people to meet future 
challenges. Weak leadership, 
the wrong policies, or corrupt 
politicians or public servants 
will spell doom for our nation. 





The future is 
seeing 
 

















Spirit a change in mindset is a greater 
feat, and is required to make 





physical reality, but also one in 
spirit. 
Intelligence To ensure that we have good 
government and an efficient 
public service, we need to 
inspire and attract our best and 
brightest to come forward to 







Emotions National education is not just a 
'thinking' subject to know the 
history, the facts, the dates, the 
events. It is, as one thoughtful 
principal put to me, not just a 
'thinking' subject but also a 
'feeling' subject. We must seek 
to understand the depth of 
feeling of those who were 
involved in the struggles of 
those tumultuous times. But 
what is most important is that 
we too must feel for Singapore 
and our fellow Singaporeans - 
to stand up for Singapore, to 
feel that sense of pride when 
Singapore does well, to feel the 
ache when a fellow 
Singaporean suffers misfortune, 
to lend a helping hand, to pull 













The story of Singapore is not 
just a story of economic 
success. It is also the story of 
how from a colony of 
immigrants, one free and 
independent nation was formed. 
 
The future will bring us much 
closer to the world through 
advances in technology and 
communication. 
 
We cannot stand still - standing 
still is not an option. We are not 
riding on an escalator. We 
cannot just hop on board and 
hope to enjoy a ride to the top. 
We have to keep climbing, and 
it is a hard climb, with the ever 
present risk of falling behind or 
falling off. We will be running 
Nation building is 
a journey 
 






Nation building is 
effort 
Nation building is 
a sprint 
 





the race of our life. How we do 
in this race will determine the 
kind of home we will have in 
the future. 
 
As people progress through 
their lives, they will be 
confronted with a changing 
economic landscape. 
 
Progress is a 
journey 
































Singapore As Best Home 
 
 
We have expanded our 
economic activities beyond our 
shores. Our regionalisation 
programme, launched just five 
years ago, has taken firm root. 
Total investments in the target 
countries, China, India, 
Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar, 
the Philippines, Thailand and 
Vietnam stand at S$50 billion. 
 
More countries will open up for 
investment, trade and the 
exchange of knowledge and 
ideas. Singapore has to co-exist 
with other societies and their 
value systems. Economically, 
our entrepreneurs and 
businesses will need to be far 
more outward-oriented. Of 
significance will be the growth 
of new economic centres that 
will challenge and compete 
with Singapore for trade, 
investment and influence. We 
have to build new coalitions 
that will allow us to have peace 
and security, and to grow and 
prosper. 
 
Singapore will face many new 
challenges both externally and 
internally. 
 
Mindset changes are necessary 
before we can break free of old 
Nation is a 
container 
 


































Some flows in 








































ways of thinking and doing 
things and push beyond the 
boundaries of what is possible. 
Today information technology 
links us to the world in exciting 
new ways, but it requires a 
mindset change in our people - 
a mental revolution before we 
can exploit IT's full potential. 
Those who do not make this 
mindset change will continue to 
live in their own little island. 
With IT, we are already 
connected with the rest of the 
world. The boundaries exist 
only in our own minds. 
 
If you ask CEOs today what 
their corporation needs, they 
will tell you: thinking, flexible, 
proactive workers. They want 
creative problem solvers, 
workers smart and skilled 
enough to move with new 
technologies and with the ever-
changing competitive 
environment. They need people 
who can think in innovative 
and novel ways, articulating 
problems and envisioning 
solutions beyond the 
conventional. 
 
We are encouraging innovation 
and the development of local 
companies, especially high 
technology companies, so that 
they can spearhead a new wave 
of growth in our economy 
based on home-grown 
entrepreneurs and home-grown 
technology. 
 
It was a place with 
opportunities aplenty; where 
goods were traded, where deals 
were struck, where fortunes 
could be made or lost. 
 
As a small country, we also 












































make the most of our 
advantages, and minimise our 
disadvantages. The best 
economic policies and 
programmes will not bear fruit 
if we are not strong and united. 
 
The many races and 
communities were distinct and 
separate. Singapore as 
homeland was a non-entity. 
 
The ethnic enclaves of 
Chinatown, Geylang Serai and 
Little India illustrate how 
racially divided Singapore was. 
And the racial fault lines, so 
easily exploited, were used 
from time to time by 
unscrupulous elements to 
instigate riots. 
 
In the three decades since 
independence, the government 
has worked hard to reinforce 
these bonds and attachment for 
Singapore as our home. Our 
people were integrated in 
housing estates and schools. 
Subsidised public housing and 
share ownership let every 
Singaporean own a part of 
Singapore. 
 
it will be your turn to take 
Singapore on through new 
challenges, to new heights. 
 
When asked what were the top 
three things they liked about 
Singapore, "Safe and secure 
country" featured at all levels. 
This was cited by more than 
80% of respondents. 
 
 
Success is a 
building 
Economics Singapore's post-independence 
story has often been regarded 
as an economic miracle. 
 




Students also appreciated the 
good quality of life in 
Singapore, in terms of 
education, a good environment, 
housing, medical care and 
transport. 
Conflict The ethnic enclaves of 
Chinatown, Geylang Serai and 
Little India illustrate how 
racially divided Singapore was. 
And the racial fault lines, so 
easily exploited, were used 
from time to time by 
unscrupulous elements to 
instigate riots. 
 
Out of the struggles of this 
period, a nation gradually took 
shape. These struggles had the 
effect of binding us together as 
one people, living together as 
one nation and sharing 




Nation building is 
strife 
 
Education  Education is a key element. 
What is crucial in ensuring our 
ability to adapt to and deal 
constructively with the forces 
of change in the 21st Century is 
not simply education but a 





Leadership  Our continued success is 
dependent on having a core of 
able and dedicated leaders in 
government and the public 
service who set the tone, and 
the framework for the country 
as a whole. 
 
Weak leadership, the wrong 
policies, or corrupt politicians 
or public servants will spell 
doom for our nation. 
 
As future leaders of our nation, 
you have a special 
responsibility. You need to start 
preparing yourselves now. In 






















is passed to you, it will be your 
turn to take Singapore on 
through new challenges, to new 
heights. 
 
Morality Weak leadership, the wrong 
policies, or corrupt politicians 
or public servants will spell 
doom for our nation. 
To ensure that we have good 
government and an efficient 
public service, we need to 
inspire and attract our best and 
brightest to come forward to 
serve and lead the nation.  
 
We hope that bright young 
people like yourselves will be 
motivated to come forward to 
serve, and enjoy the satisfaction 
of doing something not just to 
boost the bottom line of some 








Freedom In addition, about half of the 
older students cited each of 
these: "Government decides 
everything", "Too many rules 
and regulations", and "Lack of 
freedom of speech" as aspects 
they disliked about Singapore. 






APPENDIX B: LIST OF SPEECHES ANALYSED 
 
The following speeches were retrieved from http://www.ne.edu.sg/ from November to 
December 2012. The most current speech during the period of data collection was on 




Mr Heng Swee Keat. Minister for Education at the 1st NIE-MOE Character and 
Citizenship Education Conference on November 8 at Nanyang Technological 
University Auditorium. 
 
Mr Heng Swee Keat, Minister for Education, at the 2011 National Day Observance 
Ceremony on August 8 at MOE HQ. 
 
Mr Heng Swee Keat, Minister for Education, at the Racial Harmony Day Celebrations 
on July 21, 2011 at Rivervale Primary School. 
 
Ms Sim Ann Senior Parliamentary Secretary, Ministry of Education and Ministry of 
Law, at the Racial Harmony Day Celebrations on July 21 at St Hilda’s Primary 
School. 
 
Mr Lawrence Wong, Minister of State for Defence and Education, at the Racial 
Harmony Day Celebrations on July 21at Serangoon Garden Secondary School. 
 
Mr Hawazi Daipi, Senior Parliamentary Secretary, Ministry of Education and Ministry 





Dr Ng Eng Hen, Minister for Education and Second Minister for Defence, at 
Connexion 2010 on July 21 at Yishun Junior College. 
 
Dr Ng Eng Hen, Minister for Education and Second Minister for Defence, at the 
Racial Harmony Day Celebrations on July 21 at New Town Secondary School. 
 
Mr Masagos Zulkifli BMM, Senior Parliamentary Secretary, Ministry of Education & 
Ministry of Home Affairs, at the Racial Harmony Day Celebrations on July 21 at 
Bedok South Secondary School. 
 
Ms Grace Fu, Senior Minister of State, Ministry of National Development and 





Dr Ng Eng Hen, Minister for Education and Second Minister for Defence, at the 
National Day Observance Ceremony on August 7 at MOE HQ 
 
Dr Ng Eng Hen, Minister for Education and Second Minister for Defence, at the 





Ms Grace Fu, Senior Minister of State, Ministry of National Development and 
Ministry of Education, at the Learning Journeys Appreciation Ceremony on August 28 
at The Legends, Fort Canning Park. 
 
 
RAdm (NS) Lui Tuck Yew, Senior Minister of State, Ministry of Education and 
Ministry of Information, Communications and the Arts, at the Launch of Singapore 
Creates on August 2 in the open field next to Pasir Ris MRT Station. 
 
Dr Ng Eng Hen, Minister for Education and Second Minister for Defence, at the 
National Day Observance Ceremony, August 8 at MOE HQ. 
 
RAdm (NS) Lui Tuck Yew, Senior Minister of State, Ministry of Education and 
Ministry of Information, Communications and the Arts, at the Racial Harmony Day 
Celebrations on July 21 at Serangoon Garden Secondary School. 
 
Ms Grace Fu Senior Minister of State, Ministry of National Development and 
Ministry of Education, at the Racial Harmony Day Celebrations on July 2 at North 
Spring Primary School. 
 
Mr Masagos Zulkifli, Senior Parliamentary Secretary, Ministry of Education and 
Ministry of Home Affairs, at the Racial Harmony Day Celebrations on July 21 at 
Tanglin Secondary School. 
 
Dr Ng Eng Hen, Minister for Education and Second Minister for Defence, at the 




Mr Tharman Shanmugaratnam, Minister for Education and Second Minister for 
Finance, at Network Conference 2007 on August 14 at Suntec Convention Centre. 
 
Mr Tharman Shanmugaratnam, Minister for Education and Second Minister for 
Finance at the National Day 2007 Observance Ceremony on August 8 at MOE Hq. 
 
RAdm (NS) Lui Tuck Yew Minister of State for Education on Racial Harmony Day 
and National Day 2007 on August 8 at Fairfield Methodist Secondary School. 
 
RAdm (NS) Lui Tuck Yew, Minister of State for Education at the Launch of The East 
Zone Centre of Excellence for National Education 2007 on August 6 at Telok Kurau 
Primary School. 
 
RAdm (NS) Lui Tuck Yew, Minister of State for Education, at the Launch of Culture 
By The Bay on July 27 at Ngee Ann Auditorium, Asian Civilisations Museum. 
 
Radm (NS) Lui Tuck Yew, Minister of State for Education, Ministry of Education on 
Racial Harmony Day 2007 on July 20 at Evergreen Secondary School. 
 
Mr Gan Kim Yong, Minister of State for Education, Ministry of Education on Racial 
Harmony Day 2007 on July 20 at St. Gabriel's Secondary School. 
 
Mr Masagos Zulkifli BMM, Senior Parliamentary Secretary, Ministry of Education, 
on Racial Harmony Day 2007 on July 20 at Greenridge Primary School. 
 349 
 
Mr Tharman Shanmugaratnam, Minister for Education and Second Minister for 
Finance at the 6th Annual PR Academy Conference, Markets and Brands: Positioning 
for the 21st Century on May 23.  
 
RAdm (NS) Lui Tuck Yew Minister of State for Education, on Enhancing NE: 
Strengthening Heartware and Rootedness at the FY 2007 Committee of Supply 




Mr Tharman Shanmugaratnam, Minister for Education and Second Minister for 
Finance at Telok Kurau Primary School's 80th Anniversary Celebration on September 
22 at Fort Canning Green. 
 
Mr Tharman Shanmugaratnam, Minister for Education and Second Minister for 
Finance at the National Day 2006 Observance Ceremony for Finance on August 8 at 
MOE HQ. 
 
Mr Tharman Shanmugaratnam, Minister for Education and Second Minister for 
Finance at the National Education Forum for Principals on August 24 at Edutorium, 
MOE. 
 
Mr Masagos Zulkifli, Senior Parliamentary Secretary, Ministry of Education on Racial 




Mr Chan Soo Sen, Minister of State for Education at the Racial Harmony Day 
Celebration 2005 on July 16 at Pioneer Junior College. 
 
Mr Hawazi Daipi, Senior Parliamentary Secretary, Ministry of Education and Ministry 
of Manpower at The Learning Journeys Thank You Ceremony on June 24, 2005 at 
The Grassroots' Club. 
 
Mr Lee Hsien Loong, Prime Minister, at the Tsunami Disaster Memorial Service on 




Mr Tharman Shanmugaratnam, Acting Minister for Education at the National Day 
Observance Ceremony of the Ministry of Education on August 6. 
 
Mr Tharman Shanmugaratnam, Acting Minister for Education at Racial Harmony 




RAdm (NS) Teo Chee Hean, Minister for Education and Second Minister for Defence 
at Racial Harmony Music and Dance Day 2003 on July19 at Anglo Chinese Junior 
College. 
 
Mr Lee Hsien Loong, Deputy Prime Minister, at the Network Conference 2003 on 
May 3, at Suntec Convention Centre. 
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Mr Hawazi Daipi, Parliamentary Secretary, Ministry of Education at the Launch of 




Mr Hawazi Daipi, Parliamentary Secretary for Education the JC/Upper Secondary 
Education Review Committee Recommendations on November 26 at Parliament. 
 
Mr Hawazi Bin Daipi, Parliamentary Secretary for Education. Globalisation and its 
Impact on Social Cohesion and Rootedness on November 5 at Evergreen Secondary 
School. 
 
RAdm (NS) Teo Chee Hean, Minister for Education and Second Minister for Defence 
on Racial Harmony Games Day 2002 on July 20 at Tampines Junior College. 
 
Mr Hawazi Daipi Parliamentary Secretary. Social Cohesion and Racial Harmony 
FY2002 Committee of Supply Debate on May 21, 2002. 
 
Mr Hawazi Daipi, Parliamentary Secretary, Ministry of Education. Speech at NIE’s 




RAdm (NS) Teo Chee Hean, Minister for Education and Second Minister for Defence, 




Dr Aline Wong, Senior Minister of State for Education, at the Community 





Mr Mah Bow Tan, Minister for National Development at the Launch of National 
Education Programme on Singapore, Our Garden City on November 12 at Lower 
Peirce Trail. 
 
Mr Peter Chen, Senior Minister of State for Education at the Tea Reception to 
Participating Institutions in the Learning Journeys Programme on August 20 at 
Carlton Hotel. 
 
Mr Lee Hsien Loong, Deputy Prime Minister, at the Administrative Service Dinner 





Mr Goh Chok Tong, Prime Minister at the National Day Rally on August 23. 
 
RAdm (NS) Teo Chee Hean, Minister for Education at the Launch of Learning 





Mr Wee Heng Tin. Director General of Education Launch of the Community 
Involvement Programme on October 1. 
 
Mr Goh Chok Tong, Prime Minister, Global City, Best Home, National Day Rally 
1997 on August 24. 
 
RAdm (NS) Teo Chee Hean, Minister for Education, Singapore as Best Home: From 
Scenarios to Strategies at the Opening Ceremony of the 1997 Pre-University Seminar 
Ministry of Education, on June 3 at National University of Singapore. 
 
Mr Lee Hsien Loong, Deputy Prime Minister, at the Launch of National Education on 




Mr Goh Chok Tong, Prime Minister on The Rationale for National Education at the 
Teacher's Day Rally on September 8. 
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The researcher stated her objective at each interview along these lines: “I want to find 
give you a chance to talk about your difficulties and dreams of being a young person 
in Singapore today. Please share with me your story and points of view about living 
here, the challenges you face, how you handle them as well as your dreams and hopes. 
Your story as well as those your friends’, can give people a better idea of the way 
some of our youth are operating in Singapore today”. 
 
Profile of interviewee 
 
• Name of welfare home:  
• Sex:  
• Age: 
• Ethnic group: 
• Religion:  
• Level of education: 
• Type of housing: 
• Type of household: Single Parent /Two Parents / With other adult relatives 
(specify) 
• Number of siblings:      
• Order among siblings (first /second/third/fourth):  
• Length of stay at welfare home 
 
1.  Co-constructions of the nation: To me, Singapore is… ? 
 
1.1 What comes to mind when you think of Singapore? What images and ideas 
come to mind when you think of Singapore? 
(Associations and images: These are some of the things that come to my mind when I 
think of our country – HDB flats, SIA, Marina Bay Sands, Changi Airport, MRT train 
breakdowns, clean and green city, hawker centre, Singlish, National Service, Army, 
Normal Technical, National Education, our national flag with the red and white, five 
stars and a crescent, singing Majullah Singapura during assembly in school, having 
friends who are Malay, Indian, Chinese and Eurasian)  
 
1.2  What does being Singaporean mean?  
(Characteristics and qualities. For me, being Singaporean is being kiasu, working or 
studying hard in order to succeed, saying the national anthem, “We the citizens of 
Singapore pledge ourselves …”, liking durians, supporting the Lions, having friends 
from different races, eating roti prata for breakfast, chicken rice for lunch and satay 
for supper, speaking Singlish, calling male taxi drivers, Uncle, choping (reserving) 
seats in public places like hawker centres with a packet of tissue paper, not liking 
foreigners)  
 
Interviewer shows excerpts of the documentary, Invisible City (2007). 
 
1.6 I am going to show you parts of a movie depicting student protests in 
Singapore. Please share with me what does on in your mind when you watch 
the video clip. 
 
1.7 Have you heard of this part of our history?  
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1.8 Do you think it is important to remember this part of Singapore’s past? Why? 
 
1.9 What do you think of the young people in the video? 
 
1.10 Some of the people your age may see the student protests of the past as young   
people fighting with the authorities (the government, the police) because they 
believed in something important. Eg. Language, culture and place in society. 
Do you agree?  Why? 
 
1.11 Would you protest in public? Why? What would you do? 
 
2. Individual narratives of the present and future 
 
2.1  What are the difficulties and challenges in your life at the present 
 
2.4 What are your dreams and hopes?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
